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The Minister of Defence, then Senator 
Robert Hill, announced, in March 2004, 
that the Army‘s old Leopard 1 tanks were 
to be replaced with a smaller number of 
Abrams M1A1 AIM tanks. This decision 
was not well received by some critics in 
the defence and security community. It 
was described as ―ludicrous‖ by one 
former Secretary of Foreign Affairs and 
Trade, as “ridiculous” by one former 
Secretary of Defence and, by a former 
Deputy Secretary of Defence for 
Strategy, as part of a misconceived 
enlargement of the force structure by 
the Howard government that will lead to a 
budgetary crunch in the next decade. In 
wide areas of the press and the public 
there appears to be a view that the 
decision was a bad one, chiefly because 
the tanks are seen as lumbering and 
anachronistic behemoths made for wars 
we won‘t be fighting; as too “heavy” for 
the actual needs of the Australian 
Army. 
 
The decision was, however, soundly 
based. The maintenance of the tank 
capability was consistent with the tenets 
of the 2000 White Paper, though these 
are unhelpfully vague and unspecific as 
regards armoured capabilities for the 
Army. The decision was grounded in a 
decade of experimental work on the 
utility of heavy armour in contemporary 
close combat. This work showed two 
things crucial to the case, which 
appear to be neglected by the critics.  
First, that across the full spectrum of 

current and likely future operations, 
including peace-keeping operations, the 
line between a benign situation and open 
conflict can easily become blurred. 
Second, that when it comes to open 
conflict, there is no substitute for the tank 
as a means of direct fire support to 
infantry in complex terrain, where an 
enemy can hide easily and combat can 
be at very close quarters. 
 
There were, however, numerous other 
misunderstandings by critics of the 
decision as to both the utility of tanks and 
the reasoning behind the decision to buy 
them. There was a considerable body of 
opinion which not only judged the 
decision to have been unsound, but 
propagated this opinion widely in the 
media and academia. Unfortunately,  this 
sowed confusion, rather than shedding 
light on the case. Such critics were not, 
however, doing anything other than what 
is standard practice in such debates: 
seeking evidence to confirm their view 
and stating that view forthrightly to 
whomever would listen. 
 
The purpose of this inquiry was to 
make as clear as possible what the 
reasoning was behind the decision to 
maintain the tank capability and 
systematically to address the various 
objections which have been raised 
against it. For this reason, some pains 
were taken to elicit what the objections to 
the decision actually were and to 
examine them carefully. They are set out 

here with greater care than is 
conventional in position papers on policy 
matters. 
 
The mass of objections come down to 
five basic ones, which subsume the 
others. Each of these objections seems 
intuitively plausible, especially to the 
inexpert mind and when stated 
rhetorically. It was anticipated that there 
would be greater weight in at least some 
of them than there turned out to be. None 
was able, however, to withstand careful 
scrutiny. It was found, on the other hand, 
that the case for new tanks advanced 
publicly was not as clear as it might have 
been and that the way it was 
communicated to the public left 
something to be desired. In particular, the 
most common justification was that 
―Tanks save lives by a factor of six‖; a 
claim said to be derived from a study of 
combat operations in Vietnam. When that 
study was closely examined, however, it 
was discovered that it did not show this at 
all. It made a credible, but different, case 
for the utility of tanks. 
 
In short, there was much that needed 
clarifying.  In the circumstances, it is not 
really surprising that there has been such 
confusion about the tank decision in the 
public mind. The manner in which the 
debate is laid out in this report will, it is to 
be hoped, do much to increase common 
understanding of the matter and change 
the way in which similar debates are 
conducted in future. 

INTRODUCTION 
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Finding 1. The decision to buy new (fully refurbished 
and upgraded) Abrams M1A1 AIM tanks for the Army 
was sound. It was sound because the old Leopard 1 
tanks, that had been in service since the late 1970s, 
being worn out and obsolete, needed to be replaced, if 
the tank capability was to be maintained; and that 
capability did need to be maintained. In maintaining the 
capability, the decision to buy the Abrams M1A1 AIM 
was sound, because no other tank would better meet the 
combat needs of the Army and the actual deal offered by 
the Americans for it was far better than was available for 
either of the other two candidates—the Leopard 2 and 
the Challenger 2. 
 
Finding 2. There was one central reason for 
maintaining the tank capability, although there were 
many considerations involved in this reason. That 
reason was that having the tank capability will, in the 
judgment of the specialists, be a necessary part of the 
Army‘s capacity to ensure that it has the combat weight, 
across the full spectrum of its future missions, to achieve 
those missions without undue risk. That it should be able 
to do this is the prescription of the 2000 White Paper 
and is, in itself, uncontroversial. That the tank will be 
necessary to that end is what has been disputed. 
 
Finding 3. The tank is necessary to ensure the Army 
has the combat weight to achieve its missions 
without undue risk, because across the full spectrum 
of its foreseeable future missions—humanitarian, 
stabilisation or peace-keeping, counter-insurgency or 
conventional war—there is now a clear risk that benign 
situations can turn, suddenly and unpredictably, into 
open conflict, which would force upon our land forces 
the necessity to engage in close combat in complex 
(very often urban) terrain. Prevailing in close combat 
under these conditions is difficult and can be very costly 
in casualties without the availability of the mobile force 

protection and highly discriminating direct fire support 
that tanks provide. 
 
Finding 4. The public case made for buying the new 
tanks gave undue prominence to the claim that a study 
of combat operations in Vietnam had demonstrated that 
tanks there saved Australian lives by a factor of six. The 
study did not show this. It did, however, make a credible 
case that tanks conferred decisive advantage on 
Australian forces in attacks on heavily fortified enemy 
bunkers. In particular, it showed that they substantially 
improved the success rate of such attacks. That this 
much touted study has been misunderstood so widely is 
notable and a cautionary lesson for capability analysis 
more generally. 
 
Finding 5. The most systematic case for tanks is 
actually  embedded in Army studies that have not 
received wide circulation. The key document is Adaptive 
Campaigning, published in November 2006, which 
builds on a decade of experimentation and learning. The 
1997-98 Restructuring the Army Trials; combat 
simulations done by the Defence Science and 
Technology Organization (DSTO); and the sustained 
examination by the Army of complex war fighting all 
underpinned the judgment that across the full spectrum 
of future missions, the tank will provide an irreplaceable 
capacity for small combined arms teams to prevail in 
close combat in what are generally called ―lower-
intensity operations‖. This is where the decision 
intersects with the precepts of the 2000 White Paper, as 
the Chief of Army was fully aware when he briefed the 
press on the subject in August 2004. 
 
Finding 6. Many objections have been advanced 
against the decision to maintain the tank capability. 
When closely examined, they come down to five 
fundamental ones; but none of these is as strong as 

it seems at first glance. The five objections and our 
finding in regard to them are as follows: 
 
Objection 1: The opportunity cost of buying (expensive 
Abrams) tanks was too high. 
Rebuttal: The cost is modest, was thought through 
carefully and  chosen ahead of a more expensive 
upgrade to the ground-based air defence system. 
Objection 2: We could never use the Abrams tanks, 
because they are too heavy to deploy and are unsuited 
to the soft terrain of our region. 
Rebuttal: The Abrams tanks can certainly be used in the 
region, just as Matilda and Centurion tanks have been in 
the past. Ground pressure, not weight is the key, and the 
ground pressure of the Abrams is far lower than that of 
the wheeled vehicles we routinely deploy. 
Objection 3: Tanks, in general, are now an obsolete 
weapons platform, built for the Cold War, but unsuited to 
the 21st century battlefield. 
Rebuttal: Tanks are not obsolete, but remain a potent 
and important part of combined arms teams in 
contemporary warfare. 
Objection 4: We would never choose to use tanks.  
Rebuttal: We would not lightly use tanks, but have in 
the past and would again at need. We were prepared to 
do so in East Timor in 1999, had circumstances become 
more serious. 
Objection 5: Tanks will not be required in our immediate 
region and this is the only region in which we should 
deploy our land forces.  
Rebuttal: There is now bipartisan consensus that our 
security interests are not confined to our immediate 
region. Whether we will need to use tanks in our 
immediate region is not a question to which a hard and 
fast answer can be provided, but it is one to which 
careful thought should be given in pondering the tank 
decision. This is probably the most sensitive and 
uncertain consideration in the case. 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY: FINDINGS OF THE INQUIRY 
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Finding 7. All these objections persist because the 
evidence can seem to support them and because the 
assumptions which shape the intuitive interpretation 
of that evidence are quite compelling, e.g. that being 
so heavy the tanks must be hard to deploy or use in 
soft terrain. Therefore, whenever the case for tanks is 
being made, some care should be taken to address 
these objections both clearly and concisely. 
 
Finding 8. The fifth objection is of a different kind  
to the other four. It pertains not to the general case 
for buying Abrams tanks or to the nature of tanks 
themselves, but to the strategic policy guidance 
which, ostensibly, shapes our force structure 
development. This objection is based on Chapter 6, 
para 24 of the 2000 White Paper and it consists of 
two claims, working together: that our Army will not 
require tanks to achieve its missions in our immediate 
region and that it is only for missions within our 
immediate region that our Army should be structured 
and equipped.  
 
Finding 9. This objection is actually a kind of land 
mine beneath the case made for tanks by the Army, 
since that case rests, to a large extent, on the utility 
of tanks in complex war fighting in a general sense, 
without the case having been made as clearly as it 
perhaps might have been for their utility in our 
immediate region. If this fifth objection was to be 
sustained—and critics of the decision fairly clearly 
believe it is robust—then the case for tanks might be 
fatally undermined. The conclusion of this inquiry was 
that the utility of tanks in MOLE (Manoeuvre 
Operations in the Littoral Environment) was 
demonstrated in the past and is likely to be 
demonstrated again in the future, either by the use of 

tanks or the lack of them, in realistic contingencies. It 
should be underscored, however, that much hinges 
on this two-fold objection and that it needs to be 
addressed clearly and convincingly, if a common 
understanding of the need for tanks is to be lodged in 
the public (and policy-making) mind. 
 
Finding 10. That said, the two-fold nature of the 
objection is something to which critics of the decision 
to buy the tanks themselves seem to pay insufficient 
attention. The objection, if it is to be sound, requires 
both that tanks lack utility in our immediate region 
and that our Army should only be structured and 
equipped for missions within this region. If either of 
these premises is unfounded, the objection as a 
whole carries no weight. Just to the extent that 
MOLE is a serious doctrinal approach to future 
regional contingencies, the case for tanks would 
seem to be sound. Even if this was not so, however, 
provided it was clear that tanks were needed in close 
combat elsewhere, the fifth objection could be 
sustained if and only if it was accepted that the Army 
should not be structured or equipped for any missions 
outside our region. That has plainly not been the view 
of the National Security Committee of Cabinet under 
the Coalition government. As of early August 2007, it 
is no longer the official view of the Labor Party, either.  
 
This report is based on argument maps and 
explores the case less in exhaustive detail than in 
logical structure. Fundamental to its purpose has 
been that it facilitate the emergence of a ―rational 
consensus‖ within the strategic policy and force 
structure community on this matter. A very simple 
argument map (Map 1, opposite), sums up a 
minimalist and conservative version of such a 

consensus, based on the implications of the old 2000 
White Paper. A fresh White Paper might be expected 
to make the case explicitly. 
 
To guide the reader through the report, we have used 
a simple “story board” approach, sign-posting the 
development of the analysis page by page in yellow 
shaded boxes, as well as using the ―visual language‖ 
of argument maps and diagrams to throw that 
analysis into high relief. 
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This is a very simple argument map, not complicated by objections or rebuttals. It shows how much of the misunderstanding about the case for tanks can be cleared up, just by 
noting that that case was far closer to the 2000 White Paper than critics seem to think. 

Map 1:  A  Basis for Rational Consensus 
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PART I: THE PROBLEM AND THE METHOD 
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WHY THIS INQUIRY WAS NEEDED 

Ideally, when a significant public policy 
decision is announced, the grounds for it will 
be sufficiently clear that any interested party 
will quickly be able to grasp the case that 
has been made. Indeed, if the case can be 
made clear well before the decision has been 
taken, constructive debate is possible; errors or 
oversights can more easily be identified than 
otherwise and, having been identified, can 
more readily be corrected. Where a decision 
has been openly subjected to this kind of 
review, everyone can be more confident that 
the case is sound and a broad consensus can 
form in support of it. 
 
Notoriously, this does not generally happen. 
Decisions are taken for reasons that are often 
not made explicit, are not thought through 
carefully or are known to be questionable and 
are for that reason camouflaged in rhetoric or 
protected by the classification of position 
papers and sources of information. As a 
consequence, debate on such matters is either 
insufficient or ineffective; errors or oversights 
are prone to occur and be discovered only after 
the fact, at which point there is a tendency to 
go into ‗damage control‘ and try to cover them 
up or rationalise them away; and consensus is 
much harder to build, because both confusion 
and mistrust bedevil efforts to do this on the 
basis of poorly thought through decisions. 
 
Few thoughtful observers of the public scene 
will question these observations. By common 
agreement, the decision-making with regard to 

the war in Iraq, for example, has been plagued 
by these problems at the highest levels of the 
most democratic countries in the world. Yet the 
Iraq war is only a more dramatic example of 
what happens all the time, with a corrosive 
effect on the confidence of citizens in the 
effectiveness and even the probity of our 
decision-making machinery. Confusion, 
frustration and cynicism abound and, ironically, 
they often lead to public scepticism about 
decisions that were, in fact, quite sound—
because, in general, there is mistrust of how 
decisions are made and because, in particular, 
the grounds for even sound decisions are often 
unclear. 
 
This was the case with the decision to replace 
the aging fleet of Leopard 1 tanks in the 
Australian Army with refurbished Abrams M1A1 
AIM tanks, taken in 2003 and announced in 
March 2004. The decision was announced and 
a number of considerations provided for it, but 
no systematic account was provided as to the 
case for and against the decision and how the 
decision was arrived at. Questions began to be 
asked at once and the debate went unresolved 
over the following three years. Those who had 
always been opposed to the tank capability 
being maintained were unreconciled to the 
decision and continued to criticise it, or 
even ridicule it publicly. This led to various 
press reports which contributed to widespread 
public misunderstanding of the decision.   
 
In consequence, a public perception 

developed that the tanks decision had, in 
fact, clearly been a bad one. Launching Paul 
Dibb‘s Essays on Australian Defence at the 
Australian National University, on 10 July 2006, 
former Secretary of  the Department of 
Defence Allan Hawke commented that what he 
called the ―ridiculous decision on Abrams 
tanks‖ had had ―disastrous repercussive 
effects.‖ A cover story in The Bulletin on 
October 3 2006, featured a picture of the 
Minister for Defence, Brendan Nelson, 
standing next to an Abrams tank, with a caption 
reading ‗DUD‘S ARMY: How we are spending 
$100bn building the wrong defence force.‘ 
Drawing extensively on remarks by former 
Deputy Secretary for Strategy, Hugh White, 
this article presented a systematically confused 
and misleading account of the rationale for the 
tanks decision. Such a view of the matter 
seems, also, to have been behind the assertion 
by former Secretary of Foreign Affairs and 
Trade, Michael Costello‘s dismissal of the 
decision as ―ludicrous‖ in The Australian, on 16 
February 2007. 
 
Claims as sweeping as this by such formerly 
senior and supposedly well informed 
individuals called for a response, not in 
rhetorical kind but in the form of a systematic 
account of the case which would show any 
reasonable observer what the grounds were for 
the decision, where the objections arose from 
and why those objections are unsound. This 
inquiry was commissioned and conceived to fill 
that need. 
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THE METHODS USED IN THE INQUIRY 

Austhink Consulting was asked to conduct this 
inquiry because it specialises in laying out 
complex arguments and making the reasoning in 
them explicit. This, not a specialist expertise in the 
subject matter, was the reason the company was 
engaged. The objective was that the reasoning 
involved be presented in a form that would make a 
lasting impression on the memories and 
understanding of those concerned with the debate. 
It was hoped that, thereby, ignorance and 
confusion among both opinion makers and policy 
professionals, as well as the general public might 
largely be overcome.  
 
With this objective in view, the inquiry does not take 
the customary form of a long argument in standard 
prose. It is based, instead, on argument maps, 
which are designed to provide a visually explicit 
representation of the reasoning in the case. This 
will be new to almost all those who read the report 
that has issued from the inquiry. For this reason, an 
explanation of argument mapping has been 
provided at the beginning of the report. The 
argument maps are supported by various other 
diagrams and visual material and, of course, such 
prose as is required to guide the reader through the 
case. 
 
It is possible to scan the whole debate and see 
the relationship between all its parts simply by 
reading the argument maps. In parts III and IV of 
the report, we begin by laying out the absolutely 

central claims in the case and then organize, 
beneath these, the more detailed claims which 
make up the debate. Not only the claims in support 
of the decision are laid out, however. The 
objections are carefully organized, also. The 
structured, graphical representation of the 
fundamental considerations in case is what we call 
the ―macro‖. It provides a common template or 
point of reference for anyone seeking to 
understand the debate. 
 
While the finding of this inquiry is that the case for 
buying the new tanks is sound,  the way in which 
that case is laid out makes it very easy for any 
reader to specify precisely where and why they 
would disagree with our judgment. Every effort has 
been made to explore and explain the objections to 
the case, not merely the evidence which supports it 
and, therefore, the limits of the debate and where 
new evidence would make a difference are clear 
and explicit. It should be read, then, not as a piece 
of advocacy, but as a new means for enhancing 
our common grasp of a complex argument. 
 
This is a vitally important aspect of the whole 
exercise. It is not sufficient, in the case of any 
decision, to merely present the immediate grounds 
for it and then seek to ignore or deflect criticism. 
This is all too common in the public relations 
approach to politics and it feeds public cynicism 
about both politics and public relations. Just in so 
far as a decision is to be understood, the objections 

to it must be seen and persuasively rebutted. In 
some cases, they will not be rebutted, but granted 
and balanced up against the grounds for the 
decision, by way of showing how carefully the 
decision was taken. Only by presenting a case in 
this manner can we hope to persuade a sceptical 
audience of any case; even if by rhetorical tricks 
we might hope to sway their judgment and confuse 
their reason. 
 
Yet even where an honest effort is made to lay out 
a case in this manner, the customary means for 
doing so betray us. The normal presentation of a 
case, in standard linear prose, inevitably 
obscures the actual structure of the reasoning 
involved. This is because such prose is literally 
unable to clearly convey the precise relationships 
between general claims, detailed evidence, 
assumptions and processes of inference. Even the 
best prose leaves the reader a great deal of work 
to do in detecting what, exactly, the argument is in 
any given case and then evaluating that argument. 
Prose is not, of course, useless, and can be written 
well or badly; but it has limitations that impede both 
the communication of reasoning by a writer and the 
understanding of reasoning by a reader. 
 
In a concerted effort to overcome these limitations, 
argument mapping uses space, line and colour to 
render reasoning more explicit. In the following few 
pages, we shall explain how this works and why it 
helps. 

New methods and tools for the visual display of reasoning help reduce the confusion that complex arguments cause and  
increase the ease and rigour with which they can be handled. 
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In general, debates about even moderately complex matters 
get confused and frustrating for two reasons. First, we 
cannot see or hold in our minds an adequate visualisation of 
all the pieces of information that count in the debate and the 
relationships  between them.  Second, we each place 
different emphasis on the bits of information that we do see 
or have in our minds and fail to understand how others 
weigh up the situation, given the emphasis they place on 
the bits they see or hold. 
 
As a consequence of these two elementary cognitive 
constraints, many debates involve people talking around 
and around issues without generating agreement or clarity. 
This lead to frustration and despair about ―paralysis by 
analysis‖ and even to reliance on the assertion of authority 
or ad hominem arguments, in which those who dispute 
one‘s views are dismissed as having ulterior motives, a lack 
of intelligence or no interest in rational debate.  
 
None of this serves us well.  Better approaches to 
visualising what the argument actually is, in any given case, 
can help. Pioneers in this include Edward R. Tufte and 
Robert E. Horn.  Tufte demonstrated that visually explicit 
representation of information could make a dramatic 
difference to the ability of decision-makers to grasp what 
they actually need to know. Horn has worked for many 
years on the application of this idea to arguments. Austhink 
Consulting specializes in this latter technique, called 
―argument mapping‖. 
 
It is called argument mapping, because it uses the same 
conventions of colour, line, shape and spatial position as do 
standard street or terrain maps to make clear, quickly and 
easily, the relationship between claims. Our effort can then 
be directed more economically to analysing and evaluating 

the merits of these claims and the nature of their 
relationships. Our opinions can, in consequence, be more 
easily and more rationally adjusted in light of the evidence.  
 
A first step is the hierarchical grouping and ordering of 
information. This is the core idea in Barbara Minto‘s The 
Pyramid Principle. Instead of simply compiling a list of items 
of information, we set out to discern and then to show what 
sets and sub-sets of items there are within the information 
available to us. This could, of course, be set out in some 
form or other of prose, but a diagram makes clearer what 
the relationships between the pieces are and enables our 
visually acute brains to move around among these 
relationships with ease.  
 
Figure 1 (p. 14), takes information from an article, in 
Scientific American, and diagrammatically represents that 
information—a summary of the number and kinds of 
species of human being (hominid) that have existed on this 
planet over the past 4 million years. This diagram is 
arranged in a horizontally hierarchical order, but it is 
possible also to arrange such diagrams vertically, which is 
the convention we use in this report for argument maps. 
The basic advantage of such a diagram, as compared with 
a mere list or a prose summary, is that groupings are more 
evident, they can be seen and understood quickly and gaps 
can be identified more readily or errors spotted and 
revisions made with a minimum of confusion or fuss. 
 
Argument mapping (Figure 2, p. 15) takes these ideas 
several steps further. Instead of items of information, it 
organizes claims. A claim is a contestable statement 
presented in the form of a single, grammatically complete 
sentence. An argument map organizes a set of claims by 
first identifying which is the core claim or contention—the 

thing that the argument is actually about—and placing this 
in the single white box at the apex of the hierarchy. 
Second, all other claims are sorted out according to how 
general or specific they are, with the more general being 
higher up the hierarchy and the more specific or detailed 
lower down. As a result, where evidence belongs and where 
it stops can be seen instantly. Third, positive claims are 
colour coded green and negative claims red, while rebuttals 
to the latter are colour coded orange. Thus, the character 
and balance of the argument can be seen almost at once. 
By these means, an argument can quickly be assembled, 
scanned for completeness and corrected. Its limits are far 
more immediately apparent than in any form of prose. 
 
In Figure 2, there is one fundamental reason (positive claim) 
and one fundamental objection (negative claim) bearing on 
the contention box. Each has two premises, which is to say 
a basic claim or premise and a ‗co-premise‘ or assumption, 
which must also be true, if the inference from the basic 
claim to the core contention is to be sound. The reason has 
two claims in support of its basic premise, but its co-premise 
meets with an objection that undermines it. The ticks and 
crosses indicate where a claim is judged true or false. What 
we can see is that the reason as a whole offers no support 
to the core contention. Conversely, the objection to the core 
contention is met with the rebuttal of its basic premise, so 
that it, also, fails in its purpose, even though its co-premise 
is backed up. On balance, therefore, the core contention 
remains in question, with neither reason nor objection 
carrying the day.  All arguments are variations on these 
very basic structures and rules. As we shall see, by 
following these rules, we can, quite literally, see what the 
causes of confusion have been in the tanks debate. 

THE METHODS USED IN THE INQUIRY (CONT‟D) 

We introduce grouping and  argument  mapping as tools. 
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Figure 1: Hierarchical Grouping and Ordering of Ideas 

Grouping facilitates rapid scanning and comprehension of complex information. 

Source: Ian Tattersall ‗Once we were not alone‘, Scientific American, Special Edition, ‗New Look at Human Evolution‘, August 2003, pp. 20-27. 
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Figure 1: Hierarchical Grouping and Ordering of Ideas 

The conventions of argument mapping—utilizing space, line and colour—are designed to be intuitively easy for the visual brain to follow and to relieve it of the considerable burden of having to ex-
tract the reasoning going on in a piece of prose and think about the soundness of that reasoning at the same time.  
 

How to read an argument map 
 
An argument map consists of a set of claims (contentions or premises), hierarchically organized to display their logical relationships. Those relationships follow a simple rule: claims are supported 
or opposed by the reasons or objections immediately below them. Such support or opposition is specified by the  coloured lines connecting the claims. 
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First, agree on what the true object of the inquiry actually is, what the ‗bone of 
contention‘ is, so that you and those with whom you are in dispute do not talk past 
one another and so waste time. 
 
Second, seek to elicit from those who differ from you precisely what it is that is in 
dispute and, equally, on what basic facts or premises you can agree. 
 
Third, go out of your way to ensure that the best, not the weakest case is made for 
the other side.  
 
Fourth, in doing so, make your claims and your inferences from those claims as clear 
and explicit as possible. 
 
Fifth, allow that an overall judgment in any given case is a summing or weighing of 
various considerations and that a shift in emphasis or in available evidence could 
change your mind. Try to specify where. 
 
In general, seek to avoid dismissal, denial or devaluation of the other side‘s  
motives or mental capacities. Let the clarity of the case do the work for you. 

Figure 3: Aristotle 
Pioneer of reasoning and the      

science of logic 

Figure 4: Bob Horn 
Pioneer in the graphical display of 

reasoning 

Box 1: Basic principles of rational inquiry and evaluation  

Just to the extent that rational inquiry and debate are sought on any given matter, 
there are a number of elementary  principles which, if they are observed, will for-
ward the action. They are set out here, in Box 1. 
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Before we start to map out the case for 
maintaining a tank capability in the Australian 
Army, it will help to briefly note the evolution both 
of the tank itself (Figure 5, p. 18) and the long 
history of the debate in Australia (and to a lesser 
extent elsewhere) about the utility of tanks in 
modern warfare (Boxes 2-8, pp, 19-20). There are 
three things to note here. First, that tanks have 
evolved tremendously in mobility, firepower and 
communications systems since they were first 
invented. Second, that they were invented to 
enable infantry to cross and capture ground from 
which entrenched enemies could not be dislodged 
by indirect (artillery and air) fire and to do so by 
providing mobile armoured, direct-fire support; 
without which infantry would be decimated by 
those entrenched enemies. This was their primary 
role in the First World War. It has always been 
their primary role in the  Australian Army and it is 
their key role in 21st century war. Third, tanks 
have never been perfect at what they do in all 
terrain and tactical circumstances, but much harsh 
experience has shown that there is still no 
adequate substitute for them in their assigned role. 
  
The question of whether or not the Australian Army 
needs tanks has a long and curious history. 
Anyone who wants to be taken seriously in that 
debate ought to be required to know the key 
elements of that history. But where is it to be 
found? In documentary form, the best account of it 
would appear to be R. N. L. Hopkins Australian 
Armour: A History of the Royal Australian 

Armoured Corps 1927-1972 (1978). Paul Handel‘s 
Dust, Sand and Jungle: A History of Australian 
Armour 1927-1948, is more recent (2003), but 
does not cover the debates and experiences of the 
1950s and 1960s.  
 
Hopkins‘s history was published in 1978, well 
before the present debates. What it shows is that, 
in many ways, the terms of the debate have not 
changed much over the past sixty to eighty years. 
Surely, this is rather remarkable. If we are 
adequately to understand why the need for tanks 
is challenged again and again, on what practical 
experience repeatedly shows to be spurious 
grounds, then we need to grasp this long history. 
However, we cannot rely upon hundreds of civil 
servants, politicians, journalists or ordinary 
citizens, even Army personnel who have no 
experience of the use of tanks, to read this history. 
An attempt has been made, therefore, to distil its 
elements into a single visually striking diagram 
(Figure 10, p. 21). 
 
This history begins with scepticism about tanks, 
not simply in the Australian Army (whose first 
experiences with tanks on the Western front in 
1916 were not reassuring), but at the highest 
levels of the British Army, in which tanks had 
originated. There can be few more hair-raising 
instances in the annals of military conservatism 
than the efforts by backward looking senior 
officers, nostalgic for the days of horsed cavalry 
charges, seeking to discourage the theorists of 

tank warfare, Basil Liddell Hart and J. F. C. Fuller, 
in the 1920s, from even publishing their case (Box 
2, p. 19). In Australia, there was a similar 
reluctance to acquire more than a tiny number of 
light tanks in the 1930s, resulting in a mad 
scramble to acquire more after the Japanese, 
using tanks to devastating effect, swept through 
South East Asia in early 1942 (Box 3, p. 19). 
 
If the 1920s scepticism is astonishing, however, it 
is even more notable that, after the success of 
tanks in the Second World War, including during 
Australian operations in New Guinea, elsewhere in 
the South West Pacific, and in archipelagic South 
East Asia, the armoured corps had to fight for its 
survival, once demobilisation began, in 1945 (Box 
4, p. 19). In the 1950s, there was resistance, even 
within the Army itself, to the purchase of more than 
a small number of Centurion tanks, on the grounds 
that they were too heavy to be moved overseas, 
could not be used in jungles or the soft terrain of 
South East Asia and the South West Pacific; and 
were, in any case, only needed for large-scale 
warfare. These claims were all tested and refuted 
by the deployment of Centurion tanks to Vietnam, 
between 1968 and 1971, where they had a notable 
effect (Box 5, p. 19). Yet critics of the Abrams tank 
decision, in 2006-07, have made the very same 
assertions in the past few years as were falsely 
made about the Centurion in the 1950s (Boxes 7 
and 8, p. 20). This is striking and should inform 
any serious discussion of the matter.  

Figure 1: Hierarchical Grouping and Ordering of Ideas 

There is a meaningful history to the tank debate and it will help if we get our minds around it at the start. 
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Early tank on the Western front in the First World War, 1916. 
Tanks made a dramatic contribution to the Allied breakthrough 
on the Western front and thus to winning the war. 

Australian troops with Centurion tank in Vietnam, 1968. Despite 
initial scepticism, tanks made a major difference to success of 
missions and containment of casualties in the counter-
insurgency warfare in Vietnam. 

The US Army stormed Baghdad in 2003 with tanks after attack 
helicopters were repulsed. They used tanks, also, in storming 
Fallujah in 2004. The picture shows an Abrams in action in 
Fallujah. 

Figure 5: The Evolution of the Tank 

Tanks have changed a great deal over the nine decades since they were invented. Today‘s tanks are bigger,  faster, far deadlier, more reliable, 
better protected and much more comfortable than those of earlier decades. 
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ATTITUDES TO TANKS IN AUSTRALIA  FROM 1920 TO 2007 

Take a few minutes to read these boxes. They show how difficult it has been over time to get non-specialists to understand the tank. 

―There was violent opposition to [J. F. C.] Fuller‘s efforts to emphasise 
the value of armoured forces, both in his writing and in his lectures to 
Staff College students. The new Chief of the Imperial General Staff, 
Lord Cavan, refused to permit the publication of his book on future 
warfare. An article for the Army Quarterly by the future Field Marshal 
Lord Montgomery was also denied approval by the War Office. Liddell 
Hart‘s proposal for a fully mechanized ‗New Model‘ division, contained 
in an essay for the RUSI Gold Medal, was turned down in favour of an 
orthodox effort which stressed the continued need for horsed cavalry.‖  
 
- R. N. L. Hopkins Australian Armour: A History of the Royal  
Australian Armoured Corps (1978) p. 8 

Box 2: 1920s 

―On my return to Melbourne, in May 1939, I learnt that there was to 
be no expansion of armoured training, no conversion of Light Horse 
and no further expenditure on AFVs. The follow-up order for the 
twenty four Light tanks Mark VIB, needed to equip fully the two new 
Light tank companies had been deferred. The Canadians, who were 
starting a program of armoured expansion, had snapped them up 
and they were no longer available to us. When I reported to the Chief 
of the General Staff on my return from Britain, I was told, half joking-
ly, ‗It‘s no use coming to see me – we aren‘t going to have any 
tanks.‘‖  
 
- R. N. L. Hopkins Australian Armour: A History of the Royal Australi-
an Armoured Corps (1978) p. 26 

Box 3: 1930s 

―If the desert tank specialists could see where we‘ve taken tanks, they 
wouldn‘t believe it. We have completely sold armour to Div (the 9th 
Australian Division) and the general opinion is that tanks are the an-
swer to the New Guinea campaign, that is – Matilda tanks.‖ 
 
- 1st Tank Battalion officer, letter home from Papua New Guinea, late 
1943. 
 
“The Australian Armoured Corps is already approaching a crisis 
threatening its very existence.‖   
- Lt Gen Sydney Rowell, Vice Chief of the General Staff, 1948. 

Box 4: 1940s 

By 1960, ―the general outlook in the Army was one of indifference to the 
value of armour, coupled with the belief, not borne out by war experi-
ence, that it was of little importance in the tropical jungles of South-East 
Asia…The situation was tragically similar to the 1930s...‖  
 
- R. N. L. Hopkins Australian Armour: A History of the Royal  
Australian Armoured Corps (1978) p. 214-15 
 
―APCs rendered some assistance to two companies of 6RAR, but were 
too vulnerable to rocket launchers and unable to negotiate the heavy 
going to be effective. The artillery and air support was also ineffectual, 
because contact was extremely close and the jungle dense. The fire of 
the medium tank was the only effective support possible.‖  
 
- Major General D. Vincent, Commander, Australian forces in Vietnam 
(1968).  

Box 5: 1960s 

Figure 6: J. F. C. Fuller 
    An early champion of the utility of  
               tanks in modern war. 

Figure 7: V. A. H. Sturdee 
    As Chief of Military Operations (1936-37) 
Sturdee did much to sustain the Australian 
Tank Corps before World War II.  
    As Chief of the General Staff, from 1946, 
he again had to fight to sustain its existence 
after the war. ended.  
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Here we see that former senior civilian officials (Hawke and Costello) and public opinion (citizen Moore and journalist Daley) are convinced the   deci-
sion to  buy the Abrams was simply ridiculous. 

――This proposal [the purchase of the Leopards] is not in response to any 
specific threat to Australia. However, it would help to provide a basis for 
some credible response to the least unlikely contingencies which might 
arise in the 1980s or beyond...The objectives to be served...are as follows: 
(a) To provide sufficient tanks to enable the Army to equip the one regi-
ment required to maintain essential skills in the Royal Australian Ar-
moured Corps (RAAC) at individual, crew, subunit level and to conduct es-
sential training in mobile operations and in combined arms tech-
niques. (b) To ensure that the Army keeps abreast of the changes in tac-
tics, logistics and technology that may occur in the related field of armoured 
and mechanized infantry warfare in the time frame 1975-1990.‖ 
 
- MES 9, July 1975, Medium Tank Project, cited in John Bruni On Weapons 
Decisions: How Australia Chooses to Arm Itself (1963-1990), 2002, p. 296. 

Box 6: 1970s 

―The era of the big tank in Australia’s defence is drawing to a 
close. The Leopards are seen as the dinosaurs of the Australian 
Defence Force, having been purchased in the mid-1970s, at a time 
when military planning was focused on preparing for major conflict. 
At that time, big tanks were in vogue, having served Australia with 
distinction in the south west Pacific during World War II and in Phu-
oc Tuy province during the Vietnam War.‖ 
 
- Cameron Stewart, The Australian, 30 November 1994 

Box 7: 1990s 

Box 8: 2000s 

―Senator Hill and his band of acolytes were unwilling or unable to bring a 
sense of reality to their arguments by articulating the associated capability 
plan and force structure within the required financial envelope. The ridicu-
lous decision on Abrams tanks that he fostered has had disastrous reper-
cussive effects.‖ 
 
- Allan Hawke, Chancellor, Australian National University, 10 July 2006, 
speech to launch Paul Dibb‘s Essays on Australian Defence. 
 
―The 59 refurbished Abrams tanks purchased from the US will eventually go 
down as the most costly white elephant to have ever entered service 
with the Australian Defence Force. How many main battle tanks have you 
seen trundling through the streets of Baghdad since its fall, or sweeping en 
masse across the open plains of Afghanistan?...The era of the main battle 
tank ended with the Cold War.” 
 
- Chris Moore, ‗Abrams tank is obsolete‘, letter to the editor, 
 The Australian, 3 January 2007. 
 
―Despite the absurd revisionism of strategic doctrine going on in Australia 
over the past few years (which has led to ludicrous purchases such as 
second hand Abrams tanks), there is no single defence acquisition more 
important strategically and financially than our new frontline aircraft.‖ 
 
- Michael Costello, The Australian, 16 February 2007, p. 14. 
 
―Australia had decided three years earlier it didn’t need to replace its 
ageing fleet of 76 German-made Leopard tanks. But less than a year af-
ter Operation Iraqi Freedom began, Australia ordered 59 second-hand 
Abrams from the US. Despite being an opportunistic bargain at $550m 
(cheap compared with many of the military acquisitions planned for the next 
decade), the tanks promise to be among our most contentious military pur-
chases.‖ 
 
- Paul Daley ‗The Wrong War‘, The Bulletin, October 3 2006, p. 17. 

Figure 7: Professor Paul Dibb 
former Deputy Secretary for Strategy, chief 
architect of the Defence of Australia (DoA) 
strategic policy (1986-2001) 

Figure 6: Dr. Allan Hawke  
Chancellor, Australian National University, 
former Secretary of the Department of De-
fence. 
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Figure 8: Long Cycles in the Tank Debate, 1915-2007 

The Pattern 

Ever since they were first invented, tanks have been the 
object of scepticism and resistance in Australia and, origi-
nally, even in the British Army. The pattern is clear. Tanks 
are bought late, reluctantly and in small numbers; they 
demonstrate their vital contribution to close combat; then 
the lesson is forgotten by all but a small cadre of profes-
sionals and has to be learned all over again in the next sig-
nificant conflict. 

The Explanation 

Why have lessons been learned and forgotten so often 
over ninety years? The answer is very likely simple. Those 
who learn the lessons first hand are a relative handful in 
the armoured corps and infantry. No one else notices this 
kind of detail. Those who learn the lessons are demobilized 
after each war and their subsequent influence is negligible.  
When the decision has, again, to be made on tanks, few 
understand their role. 

This is the history of tanks in Australia in a nutshell and we 
can see that the same kinds of objections keep coming 

back, despite the track record of tanks. 

Tanks used with decisive ef-

fect for infantry support in 
close combat, 1917-1918. 

Matilda tanks used with deci-

sive effect in the jungles of 
the South West Pacific,  

1943-45. 

Centurion tanks used with 

decisive effect in the jungles 
and villages of Vietnam,  

1968-71. 

Tanks vital in  

humanitarian and  
stabilisation missions in So-

malia and Bosnia,  
1993-95. 

Tanks vital to close combat in 

both conventional and CI ops 
in Iraq and Afghanistan, 

2001-2004. 

Resistance to tanks by cavalry and 
conservative high commands in 

both Britain and Australia. 

 

J. F. C. Fuller and B. Liddell Hart, 

in Britain, discouraged from even 

advocating the development of 
tanks. 

R. N. L. Hopkins trained in tank 
tactics in Britain, but on return to 

Australia told, in 1939, by the 

Chief of the General Staff “we 

won’t be having any tanks.” 

After the Second World War, by 
1948, the Australian Armoured 

Corps comes close to passing out 

of existence. The Australian forc-

es go to Korea without tanks and 

depend on  

British and American armour for 
protection. 

Resistance to buying new Centuri-
on tanks, on the grounds that they 

are too heavy to transport and 

would be no use in the  

jungles of South East Asia and the 

South West Pacific. 

Leopard 1 tanks bought in small 
numbers to replace the Centuri-

ons, with the proven Vietnam  

experience still fresh in decision-

makers minds. 

Resistance to replacing or upgrad-
ing Leopard 1 tanks as they wear 

out, on the grounds that the ADF 

does not need “heavy armoured 

forces.” 

Resistance to  
purchase of new Abrams tanks, on 

the grounds that they are too 

heavy to transport and would be 

no use in the jungles of South East 

Asia and the South West  

Pacific. 

1915 1920 1925 1930 1935 1940 1945 1950 1955 1960 1965 1970 1975 1980 1985 1990 1995    2000    2005 

World War I Great Depression World War II Korean War Vietnam War Gulf War    Bosnia 9/11   Iraq War 

Era of Imperial Defence Era of Forward Defence Era of Continental Defence   Era of Adaptive Defence 
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A PARALLEL CASE:  THE CANADIAN DECISION AND ITS GROUNDS, 2006 

Canada had been set to mothball its Leopard 1 
tanks and move to a fully light-scales army 
without heavy armour, in the belief that it would 
only be doing peace-keeping or stabilisation 
operations and did not need tanks—a 
supposed relic of the Cold War in Europe. In 
2006-07, it reversed course and decided it 
needed to renew and upgrade its tank 
capability (Box 9, p. 23). The reasons were 
strikingly similar to those advanced in Australia 
for replacing our Leopard 1s. As it happens, 
the critics of this decision in Canada have 
advanced almost the same objections to the 
purchase of Leopard 2s (Figure 11, below) as 
critics here have raised to the purchase of 
Abrams M1A1 AIM tanks to replace our 
Leopard 1s (Box 10, p. 23). This, like the 
longer history of the tanks debate in Australia, 
should inform discussion of the case in this 
country from this point on.  

Given the similarities between Canada and Australia, it is worth noting the Canadian decision to renew tank capability after almost doing away with it. The Canadians were all set to do 
away with their ―heavy armoured forces‖, until they realized, in  Afghanistan, that tanks can be a vital asset in lower intensity operations. 

Figure 11: Canadian Leopard 2, 2006 
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―The heavily protected direct fire capability of a main battle tank is an 
invaluable tool in the arsenal of any military. The intensity of recent conflicts 
in Central Asia and the Middle East has shown western militaries that tanks 
provide protection that cannot be matched by more lightly armoured wheeled 
vehicles. 
 
Simply put, tanks save lives, providing soldiers with a high level of protection. 
In Afghanistan, the Taliban‘s use of lethal and readily available anti-armour 
weapons, such as improvised explosive devices (IEDs), is a clear threat. 
Canada‘s Leopard 1 tanks have provided close direct fire support and 
mitigated the threat of IEDs, as well as landmines. The tanks have also 
provided the Canadian Forces (CF) with the capability to travel to locations 
that would otherwise be inaccessible to wheeled light armoured vehicles, 
including Taliban defensive positions. 
 
Renewing Canada‘s tank capability will enable the CF to meet current 
operational needs in the short and long term. Canada‘s 30-year old Leopard 
1 tanks are due for replacement, and Leopard 2 tanks offer more protection 
against IEDs and landmines; and are technologically more advanced than 
their predecessor.  
 
Furthermore, by 2012 there will no longer be logistics support and spare parts 
for the turrets of Leopard 1s, resulting in complete obsolescence by 2015.‖ 
 
Backgrounder (www.forces.gc.ca) 
Renewing the Canadian Forces' Tank Capability 
BG–07.012 - April 12, 2007 

Canada‘s decision was based on almost identical grounds to the Australian  decision. This is significant, given that we are such similar countries in many ways. 

BOX 9: CANADA DECIDES TO RENEW AND UPGRADE ITS  
TANK CAPABILITY 

―Finally the truth has been admitted: Canada still needs tanks. We sent 17 
Leopard C2* tanks to Afghanistan late last year to provide close support to 
the infantry and conduct security tasks against the Taliban. Since then, it was 
determined those old tanks are insufficient in capability, resulting in the 
military leasing 24 Leopard 2A6 tanks from the German government. 
 
All this comes after statements made in recent years by then prime minister 
Jean Chretien and former Liberal defence minister John McCallum that tanks 
were a legacy of the Cold War, cumbersome behemoths that could not be 
transported speedily to the future distant battlefield, and obsolete in the new 
era of modern warfare that sacrifices armoured protection, firepower and 
shock-action for mobility on the low-intensity battlefield. 
 
It is interesting that other nations such as the U.S. and the U.K. found tanks 
indispensable in operations during the invasion and in the past three years on 
the high-intensity battlefield in Iraq. Those countries cited the extreme 
necessity for tanks to be present with -- and to protect and provide immediate 
direct fire support for -- infantry in close urban fighting. 
 
In Mogadishu, Somalia, the U.S. Marines arrived with tanks, yet when 
replaced by U.S. Army Rangers, tanks were removed because they were 
considered by then Secretary of Defence Les Aspin to be "too war" like for 
peacekeeping/nation-building. This absence of tanks in close support of 
Rangers was a key factor in the deaths of 18 Rangers in what is known as 
the Black Hawk Down incident of Oct. 3 and 4, 1993.‖ 
Colonel (ret) Chris Corrigan, ‗The tank proves itself necessary again‘,  
The Hamilton Spectator, 11 April 2007. 
 
[*The tanks were, actually, Leopard AS1s. The Leopard C2s came later.] 

BOX 10: REASONS AND OBJECTIONS IN THE CANADIAN 
CASE  
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rigour with which they can be handled. 
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  PART II: THE METHOD ILLUSTRATED - 
THE ARMY‟S VIETNAM STUDY 
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The Leopard tanks had been purchased in the 1970s when, 
for once, the relevance of heavy armour to the Australian 
Army‘s capacity for close combat was not in question. 
Neither the 1972 nor the 1976 Defence White Papers 
challenged the need to replace the ageing Centurions, which 
had done good work in Vietnam, with new and better tanks. 
The German Leopard was chosen over the American 
M60A1/3 and the British Chieftain, because it performed 
better in Australian trials as an all-rounder, including in jungle 
terrain. However, there was a struggle for the Army to obtain 
enough Leopards to be able to maintain a basic capability. 
There was certainly never any consideration given to 
developing a large scale, conventional war fighting tank 
capability. 
 
When the Cold War ended, in 1990, however, the idea 
began to gain ground that tanks were anachronistic in the 
strategic environment that would emerge following the 
capitulation of the Soviet Union. Many, even in the Army, 
began to consider the possibility that tanks would not be 
needed in future, least of all by a middle power such as 
Australia. It was with some difficulty, in the early 1990s, that 
then Chief of the General Staff, Lieutenant General John 
Coates, was able to persuade the civilians in Defence that 
the Leopards should be kept in the Army‘s inventory. Even 
so, some of the most forward thinking tacticians in the Army 
began to think of the possibility that air strike and 
intelligence advances could soon render the use of tanks in 
close combat unnecessary; particularly in the role assigned 
to the Army in the 1990s, of small scale operations, in 
northern Australia against notional intruders, or in the island 
littoral, against irregulars. 
 

This opinion began to change from 1997, when Lieutenant 
General John Sanderson oversaw the Restructuring the 
Army (RTA) trials, in northern Australia. The final report on 
the RTA trials, submitted in 1999, argued that the realities of 
future warfare would involve having to fight enemies 
equipped with increasingly lethal small arms and anti-armour 
weapons, concealed in complex terrain (scrubland, jungle or 
urban areas), requiring both that the Army fight for, rather 
than with intelligence; and that it have a highly discriminating 
close fire support capability that was heavily armoured, able 
to take the first hit and then return fire and able to work with 
infantry to dislodge enemies from defended positions. In 
short, there would be a need for a tank—and one better 
armoured than the old Leopards. 
 
The insights gleaned from the RTA trials were tested over 
the following four years in a series of inquiries, both 
historical and simulated, to gather data on this unexpected 
finding that tanks would be an enduring post-Cold War 
requirement. The 2000 White Paper was written in the 
immediate aftermath of the RTA trials and does not appear 
to have taken cognisance of their findings. The subsequent 
inquiries generated new data strongly suggesting that tanks 
would be a potent force multiplier and would continue to 
provide that protection to infantry in close combat for which 
they had originally been invented. The case for replacing the 
Leopards was thus developed over a number of years and 
came to fruition in 2003, coincident with, but not determined 
by, the outbreak of the war in Iraq, in March of that year. 
 
One of the key inquiries was an extensive analysis of 
combat data from Australia‟s experience in Vietnam. The 
case was first publicly presented in Working Paper #122 

published by the Land Warfare Studies Centre, Duntroon in 
July 2003, under the title From Breitenfeld to Baghdad: 
Perspectives on Combined Arms Warfare, edited by Michael 
Evans and Alan Ryan, with a Foreword by Dr. Michael 
Brennan, Scientific Adviser to the Army. The paper included 
an analysis of the Vietnam data by Dr. Robert Hall and Dr. 
Andrew Ross, which has since been widely cited as having 
demonstrated that, in attacks on defended enemy positions 
(heavy bunkers) in Vietnam, tanks saved Australian infantry 
lives by a factor of six, compared with similar operations in 
which tanks were not used.  As we shall, see, this is not 
actually what the data shows. But the paper does make a 
credible case for the use of tanks in “low intensity” 
operations and, for both these reasons, it is a good place to 
start, in analysing the case for buying the Abrams AIM tanks 
in 2004. 

GENERAL BACKGROUND TO THE ARMY‟S THINKING, 1997-2003 

The Army has given a lot of thought to the need for tanks and the nature of close combat,  especially since the 1997 RTA trials. 
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THE VIETNAM STUDY AS A SEARCH FOR HARD DATA 

Part of the Army‘s thinking was directed at gathering data on its own actual use of tanks in lower intensity operations within our own region. 

―Since 1996, the Australian Army, supported by the Defence Science and 
Technology Organization (DSTO) has been reviewing its war-fighting concepts, 
structures and capabilities through a program of deliberate studies. These studies 
have been aimed at ensuring that the Army provides relevant military options for 
government, remains aware of possible adversary capabilities and is proficient 
across a range of possible tasks...‖ 
 
―...the review program has evolved to include studies appropriate to the littoral 
environment extending from northern Australia out to the inner archipelago of South-
East Asia and the South-West Pacific. This change of focus has been responsible for 
the development and analysis of a new Army operational concept: Manouevre 
Operations in the Littoral Environment (MOLE).‖ 
 
―The requirement for reliable operational information, coupled with the relatively 
limited permeability of the region‘s terrain, gives opposing forces ample opportunity 
to prevent successful reconnaissance. The result is often close combat between 
adversaries, usually in the form of encounter or ambush battles.‖ 
 
―Given the seemingly inevitable requirement to conduct close operations in the 
future, the Task Force Modernization team undertook a detailed study* of...close 
combat during the Vietnam War...Because the vegetation and terrain of Vietnam are 
representative of the Asia Pacific region [this study] is of particular relevance should 
Australia ever have to move from its current peace-keeping roles in the region (for 
example in East Timor) to a more intense operational or war-fighting role.‖ 
 
- Michael Brennan, Scientific Adviser, Army, July 2003. 
 
*From Breitenfeld to Baghdad: Perspectives on Combined Arms Warfare, edited by 
Michael Evans and Alan Ryan, Land Warfare Studies Centre, Working Paper No. 
122, July 2003 is a digest of this study. 

Box 11: Background to the Vietnam Study 

  

Attacks against bunkered defences (161 in total). 

Unsupported attacks (72). Supported attacks (89). 

Against light bunkers 
(47). 

Against heavy bun-
kers (25). 

With indirect fire support 
(68). 

With tank support 
(21). 

Casualty ratio 
(Aus:enemy) 

 1 : 2.9 2.6 : 1  1.1 : 1  0.2 : 1 

Casualty rate per attack 
(Aus). 

 0.4  4.25 3.8 3.3 

Casualty rate per attack 
(enemy). 

 1 1.6  3.5.  15.6 

Success rate.    98% 64%  65% 95% 

Force ratio 
(Aus:enemy) 

8 : 1 2.4 : 1 1.5 : 1 1.2 : 1 

Figure 12: Key Data from the Vietnam Study, 2003 

Note that ―unsupported attacks‖ means attacks by infantry alone, without artillery, air or tank 
backing. ―Light bunkers‖ are enemy positions defended by five or fewer enemy combatants; 
―heavy bunkers‖ those with more than six or more. The significance of this is that more than 
three enemy combatants in a defended position tended to necessitate the use of more fire-
power than infantry could bring to bear. 
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Statistical data is inherently bamboozling to the visual brain 
and even relatively simple data such as that in  Figure 12 
needs to be looked at closely, in order to glean what, 
precisely, it is telling us. As it happens, even the authors of 
the study and expert readers of the paper have misconstrued 
what the data indicates. This is instructive in itself and worth 
understanding for the light it throws both on the data and on 
the ways in which fine-grained attention to inference is often 
needed in debates of this nature. As we shall see, there are 
several instances of this in the case under examination. 
 
Tanks were invented and have been used to save the lives 
of infantry and they do this as a rule. The monument to tanks 
at Cambrai (Figure 13, p. 30), showing the tank as an angel 
sheltering infantry, is testimony to how this has been true 
from the beginning of tank warfare. However, the Vietnam 
study has been misunderstood as showing that, in Vietnam, 
tanks saved lives ―by a factor of six‖, never mind by ―orders 
of magnitude‖ as one journalist wrote (Box 12, p. 30). It is 
worth understanding why the data in the Vietnam study have 
been misunderstood and what the overall argument is that 
the study actually made for tanks. The subtle confusion here 
is indicative of the kind of error that has introduced 
unnecessary muddle into the debate. 
 
Start by looking closely at the statistical data in Figure 6 and 
consider that these statistics are the basis for the claim, by 
the Minister and the Chief of Army, that tanks save lives by a 
factor of six. It will not be immediately apparent how this 
inference is drawn. It is the actual words used by military 
specialist David Kilcullen (Box 12, quote 3, p. 30), which 
show that the idea arises through confusing the casualty rate 
with the casualty ratio. When tanks were introduced, the 
ratio widened by a factor of 5.5 in favour of the Australian 
forces, but the actual rate of Australian casualties did not 
decrease significantly. The idea that tanks saved lives by a 

factor of six could, therefore, only be derived from these data 
by means of an elaborate process of counter-factual 
reasoning: that had tanks not been used where they were, 
but 15.6 casualties per engagement had nonetheless been 
inflicted on the enemy, the rate of Australian casualties 
would have been 1.1 times 15.6, or around 17; but because 
tanks were used it was only 3.3. The arithmetic does not 
quite work, of course, but neither does the reasoning, since 
the increase in enemy casualties was caused by the tanks 
and so the putative rate of casualties the Australians would 
have suffered cannot be based on that datum.  
 
Errors of this nature are easy to make. If, on the other hand, 
we set out the reasoning in graphical form, the error is easily 
exposed and a common, simple understanding of the 
statistical data is created. Thus, in Map 2 (p. 31) we can see 
that the data clearly support a claim that tanks led to a 
widening of the casualty ratio in favour of the Australians, but 
they do not show that this was because they saved 
Australian lives by any appreciable factor. Rather, it was 
because they killed a great many more of the enemy. Setting 
the reasoning out, as is done here, helps to pinpoint the 
precise inferences that are being drawn from data and, in 
this case, throws into clear relief the error that was made 
about rate and ratio. 
 
As Map 3 (p. 33) makes clear, the Vietnam data makes a 
credible case that tanks provided a vital contribution to 
tactical success in infantry assaults on prepared defensive 
positions. The irony of the ―factor of six‖ error is that it is a 
distraction from this more balanced finding. As it happens, 
other data from Vietnam show, more clearly than the 
statistics cited in the 2003 study, how tanks actually save 
lives. In Operation Iron Fox (August 1971), Australian 
infantry attacked enemy heavy bunker positions in jungle 
terrain. They used a troop of Centurion tanks and took the 

bunkers for the loss of 1 killed and 5 wounded, or six 
Australian casualties. The Centurion tanks were withdrawn 
from Vietnam later that same month. Weeks later, in 
Operation Ivanhoe, Australian infantry attacked enemy 
heavy bunker positions in the same jungle terrain, without 
the support of tanks. They were repulsed. They renewed the 
attack a further three times and were defeated each time. 
Finally, they withdrew. They had lost 7 killed and 40 
wounded, or 47 casualties—about eight times the number of 
casualties in Operation Iron Fox. 
 
These two relatively small scale operations by Australian 
forces in a “low intensity” conflict are as clear an 
illustration as one could seek of the specific difference in 
combat weight that tanks can make. In this instance, they 
made precisely the kind of difference they were designed to 
make to large-scale infantry operations in World War I. The 
significant thing is that Operations Iron Fox and Ivanhoe 
were not instances of what the 2000 White Paper called 
―high intensity conflicts‖ or large-scale continental war; but 
simply close combat in complex terrain against enemies 
defending prepared positions with light weapons.  
 
Two further points need to be made regarding the Vietnam 
study. Map 3 shows that the success rate of attacks clearly 
improved when tanks were used. It appears to show, also, 
that the use of tanks allowed a reduced force ratio and the 
containment, or small reduction, in casualties. It may be that 
both of these things are true of tank operations in general. 
However, the data in the Vietnam study is very weak as a 
support for either claim. The marginal differences indicated 
in the data are too small to be significant, given the small 
sample size. There were only 21 tank-supported operations 
in a total of 89 supported attacks (Figure 12). 

WHAT THE DATA HAS BEEN INTERPRETED AS SHOWING 

It looked like the data proved that tanks enabled Australian forces in Vietnam to reduce their casualties in heavy fighting by a factor of six. 
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Box 12: Tanks save lives—by a factor of six. 

The factor of six idea went right to the top of the tree, but David Kilcullen‘s wording makes clear that it was based on confusing rate with ratio. 

 
―Independent scientific studies have shown that, where capable tanks are present, they reduce friendly 
casualties by a factor of six, and almost double the chance of mission success.‖ 
 
- Minister of Defence, Senator Robert Hill, media release on the Abrams decision, March 2004. 
 
 
―Tanks save lives; [they] reduce the chance of Australian casualties by a factor of six.‖ 
 
- Chief of Army, Lt. Gen. Peter Leahy, media conference on the Abrams decision, August 2004. 
 
 
―When tanks were present, the success rate climbed to 95 per cent while the ratio of friendly to enemy 
casualties was six times lower than in attacks without tanks…[thus], tanks save lives by a factor of six…
The reality is that modern tanks are flexible, high-technology weapon systems that provide an enormous  
advantage, reducing casualties by a factor of six in close battle.‖ 
 
- David Kilcullen, The Australian Army Journal, Vol 3, No. 3, summer 2006, pp. 92, 96, 102. 
 
 
―In 2003 Army and DSTO researchers studied Australia‘s record in Vietnam. They showed conclusively 
that Australian casualties dropped sharply, and enemy casualties rose even more sharply, once the Army 
started using tanks in its jungle battles. The paper concludes that whether fighting in jungles or city 
streets, tanks can reduce infantry casualties by orders of magnitude.‖  
 
- Gregor Ferguson, ‗Abrams power wins the day for Army.‘ The Australian 25 Nov 06.  Figure 13: The monument to tanks, Cambrai, France. 
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It is still asserted that you can‘t use tanks in the jungle. But they were used in the jungle— in both the island littoral, during World War II; and Vietnam, between 1968 and 1971—with no-
table effectiveness: they clearly saved infantry lives in both cases. 

Figure 14: Centurion tanks in the jungles of  Vietnam. Figure 15 : Map of Vietnam 
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Map 2: An Error Corrected 

Once the reasoning about the data is laid out visually, the error is very clear. Note that this map has been evaluated.  
The grey colouring  indicates that a reason has been drained of any strength. 
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Map 3: What the Vietnam Data Actually Shows 

The Vietnam study does make a plausible case for tanks. This is it. What is important is the combination of advantages, not the  casualty rate alone. However, it is also important to note 
another limitation of the data. Some on the differences recorded are so slight that, given the small sample size, it is impossible to draw strong conclusions from them. They are weakly 
suggestive at best.  
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PART III: THE PROBLEM DISSECTED 
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We have now seen the historical background to the 
debate over the utility of tanks in Australian military 
operations; we have seen that consideration was given, 
soon after the Cold War ended, to dispensing with that 
capability entirely, but  that experimentation and 
research persuaded the Army‘s planners that the tank 
capability needed to be maintained and upgraded, if the 
Army was to be able to engage in close combat, or even 
seem to be able to engage in it, across the spectrum of 
early 21st century military operations.  Yet the public 
confusion over the decision shows little evidence of 
critics having understood any of this. The tendency of 
many such critics to ridicule the decision requires 
explanation. When the case is laid out, as we shall see, 
it becomes evident precisely what considerations lie 
behind such strong opinions—and why they are in error. 
 
Fundamentally, though, the problem is not simply one 
of ignorance, or even error. It is one of complexity. The 
arguments for and against the replacement of the 
Leopard tanks with Abrams tanks involve so many 
considerations that it is demonstrably difficult for any of 
the participants in the debate to see all these arguments 
(or claims) in clear perspective and to understand how 
they relate to one another. Even those best informed 
about the utility of tanks have not been able to 
communicate their case sufficiently well to make it clear 
to a wider audience and have it understood by the 
general public.  This, as it happens, is due to the 

cognitive challenges involved in handling complex 
arguments in general and is by no means a problem 
peculiar to the debate over tanks in the Australian Army. 
 
If we are to overcome the challenge of complexity, we 
need to pin the debate down and dissect it, instead of 
having its various component parts drift around like 
space debris, without structure or coherence. This 
process must begin by determining what the core 
contention actually is, if only in order to overcome the 
tendency of participants in the debate to talk (or write) at 
cross purposes. This means asking, ‗What, at the most 
general level, is the contestable proposition that is on 
the table?‘ And surely the answer is: ‗Buying new 
Abrams M1A1 AIM tanks for the Army was a sound 
decision‘. Note that phrasing it this way this does not 
presume the contention to be true. It merely identifies it 
as what is under discussion. And it identifies it as being 
the overriding consideration, to which all more detailed 
considerations about alternatives to tanks or to Abrams 
as the tank of choice are logically subordinate.  
 
Having identified the core contention, we must then 
establish what the most general claims are which 
support it and in what hierarchical order they belong 
beneath it. We must, then, ask ourselves what the most 
general claims are which stand against the core 
contention and where, precisely, they, also, fit into the 
hierarchical structure of argument that we are beginning 

to see. And we must, as we do these things, see how 
implicit assumptions (what we call co-premises) need 
to be articulated, if the claims and counter-claims are to 
work as reasons for or against the core contention or 
any other claim. This is what we shall now do, step by 
step, until the complete super-structure of the debate 
becomes clear. We call that super-structure the ‗macro‘ . 
The macro enables everyone to work from a common, 
explicit template and thus, at once, to share an 
understanding of the debate and to be able to conduct it 
with a minimum of misunderstanding or mutual 
incomprehension. 

USING ARGUMENT MAPS TO PIN THE CASE DOWN 

Having seen how  argument mapping could throw the findings of the Vietnam study into higher relief, let‘s now see how it can help us with the bigger picture. 
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The 2000 White Paper is the clearest common point of 
reference for those debating the equipment acquisition 
decisions of the past seven years. It was the 
government‘s effort to bring its strategic thinking and 
force structure planning into alignment with the realities 
of the post-Cold War strategic environment. It did not 
anticipate the events of 2001 and, clearly, further 
thinking has gone into strategic policy since then. 
However, until there is a new White Paper, the approach 
to defence spelled out in 2000 will continue to be 
invoked by those who see its tenets as normative 
guidance for what should and should not be bought or 
deployed in the interests of Australian security. 
 
Critics of the decision to maintain the tank capability 
sometimes claim that the decision was made in the 2000 
White Paper not to maintain this capability and that, 
therefore, the 2003-04 decision was a gratuitous 
departure from the careful thinking done at the turn of 
the century. A close reading of the White Paper itself 
does not support this contention. In fact, the White 
Paper was notably vague as regards the armoured 
capability the Army would need in the early 21st 
century. There are good reasons to believe that this is 
because its authors did not themselves actually 
understand the role of armour in contemporary 
operations. The very language of the report gives this 
away. It is implied that heavy armoured forces of any 
size are needed only for large scale, continental style 

warfare and it is stated that Australia will not prepare to 
fight this kind of warfare. 
 
Yet, in the crucial passages on armoured capabilities 
and the range of possible contemporary operations, the 
White Paper  makes plain, to anyone who understands 
armoured vehicles and their uses, that the Army will 
need at least some tanks in the foreseeable future. 
These passages have been excerpted from the White 
Paper (Boxes 13-16, p. 39). What we see is that, even 
looking back at the 1990s, the authors of the paper 
granted that the Defence Force faced ―a complex and 
diverse range of tasks‖ (Box 13) and would need 
―progressively to upgrade its forces‖ to meet future 
contingencies. 
 
The reason this upgrading would be necessary was not 
that regional air and naval threats were becoming more 
acute, but that ―various forms of military operations other 
than conventional war are becoming more 
common‖ (Box 14) and that in many such operations, 
―The boundary between a benign situation and open 
conflict, either against local irregulars or more capable 
armed forces, can become blurred.‖ Unfortunately, the 
White Paper did not spell out precisely what its authors 
meant here, but the experiences of UN peace keeping or 
peace-enforcing missions, in Somalia (1993) and 
Bosnia (1995), are widely regarded as paradigmatic—
and in both cases the need for tanks was underscored 

by the willingness of lethally armed irregulars to engage, 
or threaten to engage, in open conflict against infantry 
who did not have tanks to back them up. 
 
The sixth and eighth chapters of the White Paper appear 
to suggest that there is some (unspecified) difference 
between the above cases and contingencies in our own 
region. Our land forces it states, in Chapter 6, para. 24, 
should be ―ideally suited to provide contributions to lower 
intensity operations‖ with the ―mobility and levels of 
protection and firepower appropriate for our own 
environment‖. At the same time, our land forces will have 
―the combat weight they need to achieve their missions 
without undue risk.‖ But the White Paper at no point 
made clear what, exactly, is ―appropriate to our own 
environment‖ and what would constitute the combat 
weight needed to achieve a diverse range of tasks, in 
which the line between a benign situation and open 
conflict can easily be blurred. These deficiencies in the 
White Paper have given rise to considerable confusion 
about the role of heavy armour in contemporary military 
operations. 

THE 2000 WHITE PAPER AS A POINT OF DEPARTURE 

The 2000 White Paper may be overdue for replacement, but it is still the basis for debate about force structure priorities.  
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KEY PASSAGES FROM THE 2000 WHITE PAPER 

Once we focus on the actual phrasing of  the 2000 White Paper, several things start to become a little clearer; but the White Paper itself  was not clear enough, as we shall see. 

―...the Defence Force was under real pressure in trying to meet a com-
plex and diverse range of tasks within a budget that had remained rel-
atively constant in real terms over the past fifteen years.‖ (1.11) 
 
―In 1997 the Government reviewed its strategic policy, and concluded 
that…Australia‘s strategic circumstances had become more demanding 
and the potential demands on our armed forces had grown. We said that 
Australia would need progressively to upgrade its forces to assure 
our future capacity to defend our territory, and to enhance our capacity to 
contribute to the security of the region.‖ (1.12) 

Box 13: 2000 White Paper #1 

―It is clear that various forms of military operations other than convention-
al war are becoming more common...and have placed new demands on 
the armed forces of many countries, including for humanitarian relief, 
evacuations, peace-keeping and peace-enforcement…In many cases, 
especially at the lower end of the spectrum of intensity, we are likely to 
need to deploy quickly and operate effectively in dangerous and uncer-
tain situations that may not necessarily require the use of force…But of-
ten these operations will be more demanding. The boundary between a 
benign situation and open conflict, either against local irregulars or 
more capable armed forces, can become blurred.‖ (2.6—2.10) 

“Our land forces would be ideally suited to provide contributions to 
lower intensity operations including peace-enforcement, peacekeeping 
and many types of humanitarian operations. Such operations are much 
more likely than high intensity operations and would emphasize mobility 
and the levels of protection and firepower appropriate for our own 
environment, rather than the kinds of heavy armoured capabilities need-
ed for high intensity continental warfare.‖ (6.24) 

Box 15: 2000 White Paper #6 

―We have, however, decided against the development of heavy armoured 
forces suitable for contributions to coalition forces in high intensity con-
flicts. These forces would be expensive, and are most unlikely to be 
needed in defence of Australia or in our immediate region. But in accord-
ance with the principles we have set out, our land forces will have the 
combat weight they need to achieve their missions without undue 
risk.‖ (8.12) 
 
―These forces will be organized in three brigades and the Special Opera-
tions Group as at present. The brigades, each of around 3,000 person-
nel, will include, in addition to the infantry battalions, a range of special-
ized combat units such as armour, artillery, aviation, combat engi-
neers, and logistics and support units.‖ (8.16) 
 

“The Government believes that our land forces should have sufficient 

firepower, protection and mobility to provide clear advantage in any 
likely operations in defence of  Australia, or in our immediate region.‖  
(8.27) 

Box 16: 2000 White Paper #8 

Box 14: 2000 White Paper #2 
Figure 16: Hugh White  

chief author of the 2000 White Paper, 
then Deputy Secretary of Defence for 

Strategy. 
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As can be seen from the preceding page, the key 
passage in the White Paper as regards its thinking on 
our armoured capabilities is Chapter 6, Para. 24 (6:24), 
as follows:  
 
―Our land forces would be ideally suited to provide 
contributions to lower intensity operations including 
peace-enforcement, peacekeeping and many types of 
humanitarian operations. Such operations are much 
more likely than high intensity operations and would 
emphasize mobility and the levels of protection and 
firepower appropriate for our own environment, rather 
than the kinds of heavy armoured capabilities needed for 
high intensity continental warfare.‖  
 
This paragraph explicitly states that the Australian Army 
is much more likely to engage in ―lower-intensity 
operations‖ than in ―high-intensity continental warfare‖. It 
infers that, therefore, ―heavy armoured capabilities‖ will 
not be necessary. There are two hidden assumptions 
here that are critical to the case, but remain unexplored 
in the White Paper. First, that because high-intensity 
operations are less likely than lower-intensity ones, the 
Army does not need to be prepared to cope with them; 
second, that we shall not ever require ―heavy armoured 
capabilities‖ in lower-intensity operations . The first of 
these is surely questionable. It is plainly not the White 
Paper‘s stance as regards air or naval power. In those 
cases, the ―technological edge‖ in striking power has 

been a firm desideratum of strategic policy for many 
decades, despite the common understanding that there 
was only the most remote possibility of our needing to 
use them to defend Australia in high intensity continental 
warfare. 
 
It is the second assumption, however, that is most 
critical to the present case, for it is widely shared, though 
almost never explicitly articulated; but it happens to be 
false. The confusion in this matter arises from inchoate 
images of tanks as vehicles designed for mass, tank-on-
tank battles of the kind associated with the World War II 
or the catastrophic conventional conflict on the north 
European plain, feared throughout the Cold War, that 
never happened. In reality, tanks have a role to play 
across the full spectrum of operations, because they are 
crucial to success in close combat, whether such close 
combat is part of a ―low-intensity‖ or a ―high-intensity‖ 
operation.  
 
The salient consideration here is not the overall number 
of tanks, but the combat weight accompanying tanks 
confer on an infantry unit in any engagement with 
enemy ground forces using light, but lethal weapons 
from concealed and prepared positions. There is no 
such thing as ―low-intensity‖ close combat. To see how 
this argument plays out, however, we need to situate it in 
a  well-ordered argument structure. As we shall see, it 

holds a pivotal place in the argument, when the latter is 
seen clearly.  
 
The case for tanks pivots, in fact, on the claim that they 
may well be needed to conduct operations under the 
very conditions of uncertainty specified by the White 
Paper. In order to closely consider that pivotal claim, 
however, we need to clear away a great deal of 
confusion which clutters up the debate. We shall do so 
one step at a time. We shall begin by taking a look at the 
language used by the Chief of Army when, in August 
2004, he explained to a gathering of defence journalists 
what the case was for buying the Abrams tanks. 
 
As can be seen (Box 17 opposite) the phrasing in the 
Chief of Army‘s briefing is carefully chosen. The things 
that must be registered above all else are his claim that 
the decision to replace the Leopards ―represents clear 
policy continuity‖, that the tanks are seen as infantry 
support weapons, with Buna (Stuart light tanks) and 
Vietnam (Centurion heavy tanks) in mind, and that they 
are seen as trying to ensure that our forces will have 
―the combat weight they need to achieve their mission 
without undue risk.‖ This last statement clearly anchors 
the case for tanks to the 2000 White Paper. It implies 
that tanks will be necessary to provide the combat 
weight in question. That is the heart of the matter. 

CRITICAL ASSUMPTIONS IN THE 2000 WHITE PAPER 

The White Paper was vague about what combat weight would be needed and about what range of combat the Army actually needed to be prepared for in the 21st century. 
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The Chief of Army anchored the case for tanks to the 2000 White Paper and the Australian tradition of using tanks in supporting small units of infantry. 

“The core business of an army is to conduct close combat against an enemy using balanced combined arms 
teams. A combined arms team is made up of infantry, armour, artillery, engineers, and army aviation working 
closely together.  The tank is a central part of this combined arms team providing protection, communications and 

firepower.   

As we reviewed our future capability and the changes to the security environment over the next few decades, it 
became increasingly apparent that our current tank would not be capable of performing its role in a balanced com-
bined arms team. Our reviews were extensive and included historical analysis, war gaming, experimentation and 
lessons from recent and current operations.  All pointed to one conclusion: tanks provide the firepower and pro-
tection to ensure that deployed forces achieve rapid success while minimising friendly casualties.  Put simply, 

tanks save lives. 

The decision to replace the Leopard tank with the Abrams M1A1 AIM tank represents clear policy continuity. 
We are not introducing a new capability merely replacing an  existing capability.  The Abrams tank will provide the 
Army with increased firepower, mobility and very importantly with increased survivability for our soldiers on the bat-

tlefield. 

Our strategic rationale has not changed.  In the Australian context, the tank has predominantly been an infantry 
support weapon.  We have never envisaged broad sweeping tank battles.  We have been much influenced by our  
experiences in Buna and in Vietnam.  Our tank regiment practices close cooperation in combined arms teams 

and is becoming increasingly expert in operating in complex terrain.‖ 

The Abrams tank means that, if we have to deploy our forces on close combat operations, they will have the 

combat weight they need to achieve their mission without undue risk.‖ 

Box 17: The Chief of Army‟s case for tanks, August 2004. 

Figure 17: Lieutenant General  Peter Leahy, 
Chief of Army 
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THE OFFICIAL CASE FOR TANKS AND PUBLIC DEBATE 

The critics did not listen very closely to the Chief of Army‘s case and have advanced a range of objections to tanks, which need careful review. 

Notwithstanding the very clear and careful phrasing used by the Chief of Army, 
in August 2004, critics have made all manner of claims about the decision, often 
without so much as acknowledging the case made for it. This is common 
enough in public debate. It has the effect, however, of disorganising that debate, 
because there is no clear connection between the claims advanced on one side 
and those made on the other. As can be seen in Boxes 18 and 19 (opposite), 
a summary of the claims on the two sides produces merely two lists of 
assertions which do not appear to connect at any point. This makes coherent 
debate impossible. 
 
The challenge is to establish the relationship between the different parts of the 
case made for tanks and then to see where, if anywhere, the objections to the 
decision impinge on that case. Moreover, we need to be able to see these 
relationships in an integrated way and in common. Everyone who enters into 
the debate, even in passing, forms an at least hazy impression of the apparent 
relationships between the different considerations in play; but this will not do. To 

gain in clarity and to generate anything like a rational consensus, we require a 
clear, common architecture which enables us all to point to the key 
considerations and inferences and discuss them in an orderly and more or less 
dispassionate manner. 
 
We shall begin by getting the most basic claims into a clear structure, into which 
all other considerations necessarily fit. 
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The two sides of the debate have never adequately been reconciled. They talk past one another to a large extent. 

Box 18: The official grounds for buying  
The Abrams tanks. 

Box 19: Public and press scepticism  
about the decision. 

The official reasons provided, in 2004, by the Minister of Defence, Senator Robert Hill, 
and the Chief of Army, Lieutenant General Peter Leahy, for the purchase of the new 
tanks were that: 
 

The old Leopard 1 tanks were worn out and increasingly vulnerable to light anti-
armour weapons that might be used against Australian forces even on peace-
keeping missions. 
The new Abrams tanks were far less vulnerable and were the best value for mon-
ey, as an integrated package with support equipment, that the Government could 
buy to replace the Leopard 1s. 
Maintaining a small tank capability (three small operational squadrons, plus a 
training pool) was in keeping with the 2000 White Paper‘s aim of mission success 
and force protection. 
Tanks are a vital part of a balanced combined arms team, including infantry,  

 artillery, air power and engineers, and we would lack this balance without new  
 tanks. 

Such balance is important because the Army must be capable of prevailing in 
close combat in complex terrain across the full spectrum of possible missions. 

 
How do these claims relate to those of the sceptics? 

What is the utility of tanks to the Australian Army in the early 21st century? Read 
the press coverage of the matter, or talk to citizens in the streets and offices of the 
country and you are likely to hear a range of responses, which include the 
following: 
 

Tanks? They‘re only for large-scale, continental style wars of the kind we 
aren‘t likely to fight any more. 
Those Abrams tanks are too heavy to go anywhere, let alone be of use in 
the soft and mountainous terrain of the region around us. 
The Army just wants tanks so they can collaborate in American ‘adventures‘ 
in the Middle East. 
We would never use tanks in the islands around us. 
Tanks are a huge waste of Defence money. 
We don‘t need tanks, we need more light infantry. 
Tanks are dinosaurs. The future lies with air power and new infantry 
weapons. 

 
What truth is there in any of these claims? How do they relate one to another? 
What evidence would change the minds of those who hold these opinions? 
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Fundamentally, evaluating the decision to replace the 
Leopard 1s with Abrams tanks entails judging whether or 
not this was a sound decision in all the circumstances. 
The problem is that most of those who get involved in 
the debate make a leap of logic from some salient 
consideration or other to the final judgment without 
actually exploring ―all the circumstances‖. 
 
When asked, ―Why tanks?‖, for example, we found that 
Army officers were very likely to respond by saying, 
―Tanks save lives‖. But how many lives? Under what 
circumstances? Compared with what other platforms? 
Asked why we should not buy new tanks, critics are 
likely to respond with a claim or assertion such as ―You 
can‘t use tanks in our region‖, or ―We don‘t need to fight 
high intensity wars‖, or ―We only got Abrams because 
we wanted to fight big armoured battles alongside the 
Americans.‖ 
 
There are, in fact, many considerations that have a 
place in the debate. Seeing precisely where they bear 
on how we might evaluate the judgment that buying the 
new Abrams tanks was the right decision is a non-trivial 
exercise. It begins, however, by seeing, that, at the most 
abstract and general level, the hierarchy of claims set 
out opposite must all be true if we are to judge that the 
decision was sound. 
 
This (Map 4, p. 45) is the core of the case; what we call 

its ―top cone‖. It can be seen at a glance that each and 
every one of these claims is key to the case. In 
particular, it can be seen that the central line of 
argument in the case made by the Minister and the 
Chief of  Army for buying new tanks, rests on the pivotal 
claim (red circle) that maintaining the tank capability was 
necessary if our Army was to have the ―combat weight‖ 
to achieve its mission without undue risk —in other 
words, to fulfil the mandate of the 2000 White Paper. 
 
That this is the pivotal claim of the official case is 
implicit in the way that case was presented by the Chief 
of Army. But it was not made explicit, with the 
unfortunate consequence that there is widespread 
confusion about the relationship between the stipulations 
in the White Paper on ―combat weight‖ or ―heavy 
armoured forces‖ and the case for tanks. Note that the 
co-premise that goes with the pivotal claim is not in 
question, as it is the stated strategic policy of the 
country.  
 
Achieving a rational understanding of this matter 
requires clearing away the fog of confusion which 
surrounds the claim circled in red. But before we can do 
that, we must address several other sources of 
confusion. The conventional way of thinking about 
military operations is that they are either stabilisation 
operations (humanitarian interventions, peace-keeping, 
or so-called peace-enforcement missions, such as those 

in Aceh, East Timor and the Solomons), counter-
insurgency missions or large conventional war-fighting 
missions. Map 5 (p. 47) sets out what seems to be the 
implicit case against the pivotal claim by critics of the 
decision. As we shall see, the actual case is significantly 
different. The problem is that it is buried away in Army 
studies that have not been given wide circulation and 
formulated in arguments of which almost no-one is able 
to offer a clear and concise account. 
 
Critics tend to object to the three claims, as indicated in 
Map 5, rather than to the co-premises of these claims. 
The latter are common ground, but critics believe the 
case against tanks is compelling because of the 
objections shown here. In the map, it can be seen how 
their judgments affect the overall architecture of the 
case. It is, presumably, for these kinds of reasons, seen 
in context, that some former senior Government officials 
believe that the decision to buy new tanks was 
―ridiculous‖ or ―ludicrous‖. It remains to explore the 
matter more closely than they appear to have done. 

THE „TOP CONE‟ OF THE CASE AND ITS PIVOTAL CLAIM 

Now we step back from the details to see what the most general claims are, so that we can see where the details belong and where they matter. 
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Map 4: The „Top Cone‟ of the Case and its Pivotal Claim 

This is it. It might seem that there are many reasons for getting tanks, but it all comes down to this 
at the most general level. This construct will enable us now to see where everything else fits into the 
case—pro and con.  
 
Note that each claim has a unique reference number and that these form an ordered sequence, us-
ing alphabetic suffixes. The reference number encodes the vertical order of claims; the upper case 
letter their horizontal order and the lower case letter the order of premises within a claim.  
 
These reference codes make it easier than otherwise to track claims and, as we shall see, where 
various detailed maps belong within the larger argument. 
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The objection that tanks are not needed on stabilisation 
missions seems intuitively plausible, because such 
missions are seen to be light-handed and to not involve 
intimidating locals, so much as reassuring them with 
‗boots on the ground‘; while tanks are seen as heavy-
handed and overbearing in the nature of the case. 
Moreover, critics can reasonably argue that tanks have 
not been used in stabilisation missions that the 
Australian Army has undertaken around the world. Nor 
have they been used in the Solomons or in East Timor. 
 
In the case of possible counter-insurgency operations, 
similarly, it is intuitively plausible that mobility and 
plenty of ‗boots‘, as well as a ‗hearts and minds‘ 
approach, are more necessary than heavy armoured fire 
power, which might even, in close terrain, prove counter 
productive. The British did not use tanks in Northern 
Ireland, except marginally, in 1972, in the form of 
armoured bull dozers; so why would Australia need them 
in any plausible scenario? 
 
As for conventional war, the critics adopt the view, 
propagated by the 2000 White Paper, that this is both 
improbable, for Australia on its own; and would not, in 
any case, require that the Australian Army have any type 
of heavy armoured capability, since this capability, if 
needed, could be supplied by the United States or some 
other substantial ally. In Afghanistan and Iraq and, 
presently, it might be pointed out, Australia has not 

deployed any tanks and yet is playing an acknowledged 
role in coalition operations, with the US and the UK 
deploying tanks, as they did in the Korean War, when we 
did not have tanks we could deploy. 
 
The key to understanding why these intuitively 
plausible objections have not led the proponents of 
heavy armour to surrender the capability, is to be found 
in Chapter 2, Para. 10 (2:10) of the 2000 White Paper: 
 
―In many cases, especially at the lower end of the 
spectrum of intensity, we are likely to need to deploy 
quickly and operate effectively in dangerous and 
uncertain situations that may not necessarily require the 
use of force. But often these operations will be more 
demanding. The boundary between a benign situation 
and open conflict, either against local irregulars or more 
capable armed forces, can become blurred.‖  
 
Having a tank capability, of at least a modest calibre, is 
not to say one would reflexively use it; only to note the 
danger and uncertainty inherent, more than ever, 
across the spectrum of operations, and the problem that 
the boundary between a benign situation and open 
conflict can become blurred. The tank capability means 
that the Army will have the option to deter potential 
enemies from crossing that line and to protect its (often 
outnumbered) infantry and suppress hostiles in the 
event that they resort to open conflict. It was as a hedge 

against just this grim possibility that, in 1999, a 
squadron of Leopard tanks was held on standby in 
Darwin. They were, fortunately, not required. The 
capability is now being maintained simply because, in 
various conceivable future scenarios, tanks might be the 
only thing that would stand between lethally armed 
irregulars or even regular forces in some part of the 
island littoral and either substantial Australian casualties, 
or mission failure, or both.  
 
The implicit model here is the famous Black Hawk 
down scenario, in Mogadishu, in 1993. More generally, 
however, the role of tanks is to provide crucial support to 
infantry, as part of a combined arms team, in the event 
of close combat in complex terrain. These concepts 
need to be understood and often are not. Because the 
idea of combined arms (Box 20, p. 48) is not 
understood, too many critics persist in imagining that 
tanks are useful only for fighting other tanks in large 
scale battles. Because the concept of close combat 
(Box 21, p. 48) is not understood, critics persist in 
thinking that ―low intensity conflicts‖ do not require fierce 
fighting at close quarters. But it can—and tanks can 
make all the difference between success and failure.  

CONVENTIONAL OBJECTIONS TO THE PIVOTAL CLAIM 

The pivotal claim meets a ready response from critics. That response should be clearly seen and thought through. 
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Map 5: Conventional Objections to the Pivotal Claim 

Assuming that the Army‘s missions break down by 
scale, critics respond that tanks are not needed at the 
lower end and that the White Paper made clear we 
would not develop armoured forces for the high end. 
They see the argument as pretty straight forward and, 
therefore, find the decision to buy the Abrams to be 
‗ridiculous‘. 
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Box 20: Combined Arms Box 21: Close Combat 

A common misunderstanding about tanks is that they are only useful in large numbers 
for massive land battles against other tanks and, even then, are highly vulnerable to an-
ti-tank weapons and air power, as the Israelis discovered during the earlier stages of 
the 1973 Yom Kippur War. It is important, therefore, to understand that tanks can be 
highly effective in small numbers, depending on the scale of the operation; and that 
they require protection by the very infantry they protect, as well as by air power con-
trolling the skies, if they are to do their work effectively.  
 
The various elements of military power—infantry, armour (both light and heavy), artil-
lery, air power and communications— need to be understood as integral parts of the 
machinery for operations, not as stand alone capabilities. Tanks are at their most ef-
fective when used in this combined arms manner and, as the Russians discovered in 
Grozny in 1994-95, they can be very vulnerable even against irregular opponents when 
combined arms tactics are not used. 

In order to understand the role of tanks, it is indispensable to understand what is 
meant by the term ‗close combat‘. The meaning of the term has evolved from the 
time when it meant hand to hand combat between soldiers using swords and 
spears, to where it means the engagement of infantry with the enemy at such 
close quarters that indirect fire support, from artillery or aircraft, cannot be 
used. This is sometimes referred to as „the problem of the last 300 metres‟ - 
the range inside which such support generally cannot be used.  
 
Inside that range, enemy rifle or machine gun fire will decimate unprotected 
infantry and shoulder launched missiles will devastate light armoured vehicles. 
Tanks become vital to drawing fire, protecting infantry, destroying an enemy‟s 
bunker positions, and as communication nodes. This was the role Stuart tanks 
played for Australian infantry at Buna in the Second World War and Centurion 
tanks in Vietnam—the cases cited by the Chief of Army in his press briefing on 
the argument for tanks. 

TWO CRUCIAL CONCEPTS 

But there is more to the story than these critics understand. It has to do with the way modern war—even in lower scale missions—depends on combined arms tactics and how close  
combat works when your enemy digs in to fight.   
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The case actually made for maintaining the tank 
capability is grounded on a radical rethinking of the 
requirements of land operations in the early 21st 
century. This rethinking has been under way for at least 
a decade. It was quickened by the Restructuring the 
Army (RTA) trials in northern Australia in 1997 and the 
final RTA report of 1999. It evolved into the complex 
war-fighting doctrine in direct response to the 
requirements of the 2000 White Paper, which, however, 
did not incorporate its key insights. This doctrine was 
most clearly enunciated within Army, in late 2006, in the 
internal paper Adaptive Campaigning, a document 
which has not received wide circulation. 
 
For present purposes, the crucial passage in Adaptive 
Campaigning is on p. 3 of the document. It reads: 
 
―Traditionally, the Army has deployed forces for 
conventional war, counter-insurgency, stabilisation, 
peace support and humanitarian tasks...Today these 
doctrinal distinctions do not reflect reality. As a 
consequence of the diffuse nature of conflict, the rising 
role of non-state actors and advances in technology, 
even loosely organized militias can gain access to very 
advanced weapons. The result is that earlier 
distinctions between low-, medium– and high-
intensity conflict are no longer relevant—especially 
at the tactical level. Therefore, land forces deployed on 
any operation will need to...be protected, equipped and 

structured to operate and survive in a potentially lethal 
environment while being capable of performing diverse 
concurrent...tasks.‖ 
 
In Map 6 (p. 51), we can see that this rethinking of Army 
doctrine sits directly beneath the pivotal claim that tanks 
are necessary if the Army is to fulfil the mandate of the 
White Paper—to achieve its missions without undue risk. 
Those who dispute the decision to buy the new tanks 
need to concentrate their fire here, if they are to make a 
serious case that the tanks decision was unsound and 
was not thought through sufficiently. 
The key concept now becomes ―joint land combat‖ as 
distinct from low, medium or high-intensity operations.  
This concept is fully consistent with overall force 
structure design and simply means a capacity of the 
land force to work in closely orchestrated effectiveness 
with the other armed services and arms of government 
in fluid conditions. As a bottom line, they must be 
capable of protecting those other elements of any 
Australian mission, by prevailing in close combat in 
complex terrain against regular or irregular enemy 
forces who choose to cross the blurred line and trigger 
open conflict.  
 
Army doctrine now stipulates that, across the full 
spectrum of missions, a tank capability will be required  
to handle the fluid and unpredictable dangers that can 
arise. The reasoning behind this claim is set out later in 

the report. It is the central line of argument in the case. 
Before looking at it, however, we need to complete our 
creation of the macro. 

REFRAMING THE GROUNDS FOR THE PIVOTAL CLAIM 

So, actually, the grounds for the Army getting tanks are not those that many critics seem to assume. 
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In reviewing planning and force structure priorities over 
the past decade, the Army‘s strategists concluded not 
that heavy armoured forces should be developed for 
high-intensity continental style warfare, but that: 
 
―future warfare will increasingly involve both regular and 
irregular forces using a mixture of violence and non-
violence. It will include conventional manoeuvre, 
abductions and assassinations, subversion and 
insurgency. It will entail attacks on infrastructure to 
produce economic paralysis, but also against military 
targets to induce exhaustion or provoke overreaction.  
Resistance will include popular mobilization and protest, 
social services and legitimate political activity and 
propaganda. It will mean Molotov cocktails and roadside 
bombs combined with latest generation artillery and anti-
tank missiles. The outcome of future conflict will not be 
decided on the battlefield alone; rather it will be won in 
the minds of populations using ideas as weapons. 
Therefore, combat operations can no longer be seen as 
the decisive phase of conflict and as a result an 
alternative approach to land operations is required.‖ 
 
This sounds like a description of operations in Iraq or 
Afghanistan, but it is, actually, an abstraction from 
them, pointing to the more general challenges the 
Australian Defence Force is likely to confront in the 
decades ahead. That abstraction has been dubbed 
“complex warfighting”. There is a great deal of 

common ground between complex warfighting concepts 
and the vaguer language of the 2000 White Paper. The 
question is, do tanks truly have a significant role to play 
in complex warfighting? 
 
The Army‘s strategists judge that they do. The key to the 
success of future campaigning, they believe, will be an 
ability to orchestrate five analytically separate, but in 
practice inter-linked tasks: (1) joint land combat; (2) 
population support; (3) indigenous capacity building; (4) 
population protection and (5) public information. The 
tank‘s role is primarily in the first of these. While the 
precise reasoning involved in this will be shown later, the 
context in which the tank will be needed is seen as 
follows: 
 
―The norm in complex warfighting will be for land forces 
to fight for and not necessarily with information. As a 
result, land force  actions will be characterised by the 
Adaption Cycle (Act-Sense-Decide-Adapt). This paper 
accepts that, regardless of technological advances, 
reduced force density on the battlefield and 
improvements in communications, the ability to conduct 
sustained close combat with the enemy and amongst 
the population is critical. Therefore, every soldier, 
regardless of specialization, must have a warfighting 
focus and a high level of combat skills. This philosophy 
and the human centricity of war underpin the developed 
response detailed in [Adaptive Campaigning].‖ 

 
The role of the tank in enabling the Army to fight for 
rather than with information was the central lesson of 
the 1997 RTA trials. What this means is that even the 
most sophisticated intelligence assets are unable to 
pinpoint relatively small-scale enemy forces concealed 
in complex terrain, so that land forces will have to probe 
for them, encounter them and be able to   survive an 
assault by them. Only in this manner will precise 
intelligence be obtained in many circumstances and 
without the use of tanks the risk of mission failure or at 
least serious casualties is significantly greater. 
 
The tank‘s role in enabling infantry to engage in 
sustained close combat is its long established, indeed 
its original role. But it is judged by the theorists of 
complex warfighting (and adaptive campaigning) to be 
crucial across the spectrum of future operations because 
of the role it can play in enabling the land force to be 
“persistent, pervasive and proportionate”, with the 
ability to engage and prevail in close combat should that 
prove necessary. It is for these reasons that the tank 
capability is seen as vital to the Army‘s capacity to 
conduct joint land combat. 

ADAPTIVE CAMPAIGNING: THE KEY TO THE CASE FOR TANKS 

Adaptive Campaigning explains how the capacity for ―joint land combat‖ calls for an Army that can respond quickly and flexibly 
in small units to the initiation of open conflict by hostiles in complex terrain. 
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Map 6: A Shift in Perspective 

The actual grounds have to do with close combat in 
complex terrain and are set out in the Army‘s most up 
to date war fighting  doctrine, Adaptive Campaigning. 
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PART IV: THE METHOD APPLIED 
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The first thing we need to do, if we are to move 
from the top cone of the case to the macro, is to 
take stock of the objections to the decision, in 
order to see where they sit in relation to the top 
levels of the case that have been articulated to 
this point. We do this in three stages: 
collection of the mass of objections in 
circulation, grouping of these objections into a 
coherent order and specification of the place of 
each in the macro. 
 
All manner of objections have been raised 
against the decision to maintain the tank 
capability. They include claims that the new 
tanks are: 

too heavy to be deployable,  
too expensive,  
only intended for American wars,  
only useful for conventional war,  
politically insensitive in the region, or 
obsolete, in general.  

 
It is sometimes claimed, also, that: 

instead of tanks, we should be  
         getting more light infantry 

tanks are one of a number of heavy and 
expensive platforms that we should not be 
buying;  
tanks are only needed for killing other 
tanks and attack helicopters or precision 
guided air-launched munitions are now 
better than tanks at doing this;  
lighter armoured vehicles are more use 
than heavy tanks for the missions the 
Australian Army is  actually likely to be 
sent on. 

 
How are we to make sense of all these claims 
and weigh them up? One attempt to do so was 
David Kilcullen‘s essay ‗Ten Myths About Tanks‘,  
in The Australian Army Journal in 2006 (Box 
22). But even this only indirectly relates these 
ten objections to the case for tanks and only 
very informally evaluates how the case looks 
when you have considered and, as he believes, 
confuted these objections. 
 
It will be useful to start by seeing what kinds of 
objection there are and where they actually 
impinge on the core case for buying the new 

(Abrams AIM) tanks. In Figure 18 (p. 56), we 
can see how the mass of objections, when not 
brought to bear in any systematic fashion, both 
generates disorder and at the same time 
suggests an overwhelming case against the 
tanks decision. In Figure 19 (p. 57), we can see 
how grouping and then hierarchically ordering 
this mass of objections enables us to get a 
better handle on what they are really telling us. 
Having ordered them in this manner, we are 
then able (Map 7, p. 58) to pinpoint where 
exactly they impinge on the case for tanks. This 
gives us what we call the ‗macro‘ - a clear 
picture, at the top levels, of what the argument 
over the tanks decision is actually all about. 

MAKING SENSE OF THE OBJECTIONS TO THE CASE 

Now let‘s introduce some order, some grouping into the mass of objections that keep getting raised. What do we really have here? 
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―Based on a completely unscientific survey of Australian media reporting, aca-
demic and pseudo-academic writing about the tank purchase, it appears that the 
ten most widely held myths about the tank are these: 
 
1. Tanks are old technology. 
2. Tanks are primarily intended for killing other tanks. 
3. Tanks are primarily intended for high intensity warfare. 
4. All armoured vehicles are basically the same. 
5. Tanks are very expensive. 
6. Attack helicopters have assumed the role of tanks in modern war. 
7. Infantry bunker busting weapons can do the job of a tank. 
8. Tanks send an unacceptable political message. 
9. Tanks are unsuited to the terrain of Australia and the Asia Pacific. 
10. Tanks are difficult to deploy outside Australia by ship or aircraft. 
 
Since these myths are sometimes exploited in support of arguments about  
Australian strategy and capability, each is worth exploring in detail.‖ 
 
* The Australian Army Journal, Vol. III, Number 3, Summer 2006, p. 89. 

Box 22: David Kilcullen: „Ten Myths About Tanks‟* 

Figure 18: Abrams tank in action 

David Kilcullen is an excellent military thinker. In 2006, he made a quick effort to examine all the objections 
to tanks and to refute them. His work helps us to get started on what needs doing. 
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Figure 19:  The Mass of Free Floating Objections  

However you list them, the basic problem is that the objections are not tightly ordered and so it isn‘t clear how to go about dealing with them satisfactorily. 

The yellow boxes are David Kilcullen‘s ―ten myths‖; the white boxes are other objections that have been cast about in the debate. 
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Once we do some grouping work, things start to look a bit more manageable. This is a grouping diagram, not an argument map. Note that the five fundamental objections that are singled 
out are not all at the top level, but they cover every set of objections between them.  The five objections in red are those which impinge most directly on key parts of the case. They are, 
accordingly, at different levels of abstraction.  

Figure 20: Ordering and Grouping the Objections 
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When we assemble the pieces in an argument map, we have access to the debate as a  coherent process. Now we can see how it all stands and can work on it together. 

Map 7: The „macro‟ -  seeing the debate whole 
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Before delving deeper into Adaptive Cam-
paigning and the central line of argument, it 
will help to clear up the two claims about 
the Leopards needing to be replaced and 
the Abrams being the best choice to do this. 

USING THE MACRO: (1) CHECKING THE PERIPHERALS  

Having created the macro, we can now 
analyse the case step by step. We can see 
in Map 8 that the case is dependent on a 
single, central line of argument. We can see 
that it is impugned at almost every juncture 
by objections. We can also see that there 
are two peripheral claims, which must be 
also true, even if the central line of argument 
is sustained, in order for the core contention 
to be valid. 
  
Before exploring the central line of 
argument, therefore, it may help to deal with 
the peripheral claims (that the Leopards 
needed replacing and that the Abrams was 
the right choice to replace them) and then 
the objections to the case, in both instances 
so that these second order considerations 
will not distract us as we then set about 
grappling with the Army‘s complex war-
fighting doctrine and its crucial bearing on 
the case for having maintained the tank 
capability. 
 
If the first peripheral claim — that the 
Leopard 1s were worn out and could no 
longer supply the tank capability – is false, 
then the contention that buying the new 
tanks was the right decision would look 
weak straight away. The reality is that few 
competent observers question the claim that 
the Leopards have, in this decade, reached 
their ‗use-by date‘. They would need a 
major, complicated and expensive upgrade 
to remain serviceable and even then would 
be far more vulnerable to state of the art anti

-armour weapons than are the Abrams 
tanks that have been bought to replace 
them.  As late as 2000, there was still some 
thought of trying to patch them up and hold 
onto them for as long as possible, but it 
became evident by 2002 that they badly 
needed replacement—if the tank capability 
was to be maintained.   
 
As one specialist wrote, in 2002:  
 
―The critical capability of a main battle tank 
(MBT) is the parametric engagement time. 
This is the time from acquisition of the target 
to the first round fired. For the Leopard 
AS1...the time is about 20 seconds. Today 
the standard is about 4 seconds...The heart 
of any fire control system is the ballistic 
computer. The Australian Leopard has an 
antiquated analogue ballistic computer...The 
protection level of Leopard has fallen far 
behind levels required to engage the likely 
targets in our area of interest...‖ 
(John R. Lenehan, ‗Australian armoured 
vehicles: not suitable for war-fighting‘, 
Defender, summer 2002, p. 21.) 
 
As regards the second peripheral claim, 
the purchase of the Abrams tanks, there 
was a limited range of tanks on the world 
market that the Army might have bought to 
replace the Leopard 1s.  There is no tank 
perfectly designed for Australia‘s purposes 
and we can no more afford to produce one 
ourselves than we could in the 1940s—
when we tried energetically, under 

conditions of full mobilization, but with 
disappointing results.  
 
Between the three serious contenders, in 
terms of actual battlefield capability—the 
Abrams, the German Leopard 2 and the 
British Challenger 2—there was little to 
choose. The Abrams is arguably not as 
good a piece of engineering as the Leopard 
2, but it has superior armour and better 
ammunition protection. The characteristics 
of the three tanks are set out in the matrix 
on p. 60 (Figure 20). The green highlights 
indicate the criteria that decided the matter 
in favour of the Abrams M1A1 AIM. 
 
What determined the choice of the Abrams 
was the overall package the Americans 
offered, which was not even closely 
matched by the German or British suppliers 
of the other tanks. The case was well 
summed up by one specialist as follows: 
 
―It would appear that, from a platform 
perspective, the M1 Abrams is at least as 
capable as the Leopard 2 and Challenger 2. 
It should come as no real surprise given 
strategic circumstances and the excellent 
relationship between the two countries, that 
the Americans are offering the M1A1 AIM 
Abrams at ‗mates‘ rates‘, thereby negating 
the typically higher unit cost of the type over 
the Leopard 2 and Challenger 2.‖  
(Ian Bostock, ‗Army spoilt for choice in tank 
quest‘, Defender, summer 2003, p. 30.) 
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The Abrams is not perfect, but there was no better tank available and the deal the Americans offered was excellent. That‘s why we bought Abrams, instead of Leopard 2s. 

What the matrix shows is that the Abrams tanks were not selected because of a 
superior combat capability; for the Leopard 2 and Challenger 2 have roughly 
similar mobility and virtually identical armament. There would have been no 
appreciable gain in mobility or deployability by buying a Leopard or Challenger 
rather than an Abrams.  
 
What differentiated between the three tanks was the greater fuel capacity, 
survivability and ammunition security of the Abrams and, even more, the 
package deal the United States offered and the readiness of supply and 
sustainment. Nor was there any fourth tank which could have fulfilled Australian 
requirements better than the Abrams.  
 
In short, the Abrams was the best buy. Assuming the Army needs tanks (the main 
point at issue), buying Abrams was a sound decision. 

Figure 22: Abrams AIM tank arriving in Melbourne 

  TANK 

CRITERION Abrams AIM Leopard 2 Challenger 2 

Survivability       

Armour 
  

Classified 
  

Classified 
  

Classified 
  

Ammunition Security 
Advanced (includes auto-
matically closing compart-

ment hatch). 
Standard Standard 

Mobility       

Combat Weight 62 tonnes 58 to 62 tonnes 62.5 tonnes 

Ground Pressure 1.05 kg/cm2 0.96 kg/cm2 0.90 kg/cm2 

Power to Weight 
Ratio 

  
26.24 hp/t 

  
25.12 hp/t 

  
26.24 hp/t 

Speed (road) 65 km/h 72 km/h 56 km/h 

Speed (cross country) 48.3 km/h       ? 40 km/h 

Fuel Capacity 1,907.6 litres 1,200 litres 1,592 litres 

Range (road) 465 km 500 km 450 km 

Armament       

Main 
  

1 x 120 mm smoothbore 
gun 

1 x 120 mm smoothbore 
gun 

1 x 120 mm rifled gun 

 Co-axial 1 x 7.62 mm MG  1 x 7.62 mm MG   1 x 7.62 mm MG 

Anti-aircraft 
  

1 x 12.7 mm MG and 1 x 
7.62mm MG 

1 x 7.62mm MG 1 x 7.62mm MG 

Acquisition Package       

Cost Excellent Standard Uncertain 

Readiness of supply and sus-
tainment 

  

  
High 

  

  
Moderate 

  

  
Low 

  

Inter-operability with United 
States 

  
Complete 

  
Considerable 

  
Considerable 

Figure 21: The green shading indicates where one tank has an advantage over the others. 
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USING THE MACRO: (2) EVALUATING THE OBJECTIONS 

Having shown that the two peripheral claims should be 
regarded as justified, given the evidence to hand, let us 
now turn to the fundamental objections that have been 
raised against the case for buying the Abrams tanks. We 
shall proceed down the hierarchy shown in the macro, 
from the top level objections that buying the Abrams 
tanks was unsound because the opportunity costs is too 
high and/or because we could never use the Abrams 
tanks; to the objections that maintaining the tank 
capability as such was unsound, because  tanks are now 
obsolete and/or because we would never use them, 
anyway; and, finally, the two-pronged objection to the 
claim that the tank capability will be necessary across the 
full spectrum of the Army‘s missions: first, that it is only 
for missions in our immediate region that we should 
prepare the Army and, second, that the Army will not 
need tanks for missions in our immediate region. 
 
As we shall see, there is some tangled and complex 
argument to deal with in evaluating these objections, 
which is the chief reason for the confusion and frustration 
that bedevil debate on the subject. The complexity of 
debates like this one means that, without something like 
the macro we have to work with here, the relationship 
between the various claims all too easily becomes 
confused and arguments end up going around in circles 
or getting stuck in the weeds. With the aid of our map, we 
should be able to avoid both the circles and the weeds. 
We shall then be well placed to examine the central line 
of argument. 
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The concept of opportunity cost is one of the most 
elementary working tools of economic analysis. It means 
that by buying one item, we forego the opportunity to 
buy another or others. There is, of course, always some 
kind of opportunity cost whenever we allocate resources. 
The question is only, when or why is it so high that we 
should rationally change our preferences? In an article 
written a year or two before the Abrams decision (Box 
23, p. 64), John Bruni pointed out that in the 1970s the 
proposed purchases of an aircraft carrier and the F-111s 
were controversial, because of the amount of money 
involved, but that the tanks were not, because they 
were relatively inexpensive and were not considered to 
be potentially destabilising in the region. This may 
provide a useful benchmark in the present context. 
 
In the case of the Abrams tanks, the question is, to what 
extent does the commitment of around $555 million for 
buying the Abrams tanks* entail an opportunity cost 
which is too high for the decision to have been right? 
There are two considerations here. First, what could 
have been bought with the $555 million, had we not 
bought the new tanks? Second, why would that 
something else have been more valuable to us, or the 
Army, than new tanks? The Army did, as it happens, 
forego something else in order to cover the cost of the 
new tanks: an upgrade to the RBS-70 air defence 
system (Figure 25, p. 63). This upgrade would have 
cost in the vicinity of $1 billion—about twice what the 

tanks are costing. The decision to choose tanks instead 
was based on the assumption that the Army (and its 
tanks) would have RAAF or USAF air cover on any 
mission in which there was a risk of enemy air attack on 
the land force. 
 
Former Deputy Secretary for Strategy, Hugh White, has 
claimed (Box 24, p. 64) that the Howard Government 
has recklessly increased Defence spending, projected 
over the next decade, by up to $30bn. He implies, based 
on this data, that the tank purchase as such represents 
too high an opportunity cost. Map 8 (p. 66) shows that 
he is in error both in the basic claim and in the 
implication. The big ticket items that have been 
highlighted in the press (Figure 24, p. 63) involve far 
larger expenditures than do the tanks and foregoing the 
new tanks would not solve the problems these other 
purchases have been alleged to raise. The tanks 
constitute less than 2% of the extra defence spending 
that is alleged to have thrown the Defence Capability 
Plan out of balance. In addition, the best available 
evidence, supplied by a specialist who is a professed 
sceptic concerning the utility of tanks and on whom 
White himself professed to rely, is that the economic 
data simply do not support the claim that we face a 
looming budgetary or fiscal problem because of the 
increased Defence spending. This was  implicitly 
accepted by the Labor Party, in early August 2007, when 
the Leader of the Opposition committed himself to 

maintain the Government‘s Defence spending should he 
win office at the end of the year.  
 
The opportunity cost argument is thus flawed both in 
its central claim (red circle) and in the minor premise 
(blue circle), that there is a problem with tanks. This is 
an instructive study of the way in which conflating 
various claims and being impressed by background 
assumptions without articulating them can sway our 
judgement. 
 
* Acquisition of the Abrams Main Battle Tank. 
Performance Audit Report No. 1, 2007-08. Australian 
National Audit Office, 17 July 2007, p. 11. 

OBJECTION #1: OPPORTUNITY COST 

Opportunity cost sounds like a plausible objection to spending hundreds of millions of dollars. But what is the argument, exactly? 
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Figure 23: Large and Expensive Platforms Being Bought for Many Billions of Dollars 

Artist‘s impression of an Air Warfare 
Destroyer, purchase of which is set to 
cost billions of dollars. 

The Super Hornet fighter, purchase of 
which will cost billions of dollars. 

The C-17 Globemaster rapid deployment aircraft, 
purchase of which will cost billions of dollars. 

It is alleged that we are spending tens of billions of dollars all together on new weapons platforms, of which the tanks are one, and that, overall, this increased expenditure casts doubt on 
the wisdom of the tanks  

Figure 24: The RBS-70 Ground-based Air Defence System of the Army  

The actual opportunity cost to the Army of buying the new 
tanks was not upgrading this system, at a cost of about $1bn. 
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―In 2000, in the Defence White Paper, the Government built a new Defence Capability 
Plan from the ground up. Each proposal was considered in the light of priorities for the 
whole force, within a generous but realistic budget. But since then many big new pro-
jects have been added without considering the impact on the rest of the force or 
the long-term bottom line. Tanks costing $557 million; C-17 transport aircraft costing 
$2.2 billion; two new infantry battalions costing $10 billion and now the Super Hornets 
[costing $6 billion]. At the same time, a lot of projects already in the plan have grown in 
price, especially the Air Warfare Destroyers (AWD). They have ballooned from $4 billion 
in the 2000 plan to $8 billion today, and are probably headed for $10 billion...How much 
of all this do ministers understand? Sadly, they have probably not been formally ad-
vised of the depth of the funding hole they have created, but they must know anyway. 
Even if they have not done the arithmetic themselves, it has been publicly spelt out 
with crystal clarity by Dr Mark Thomson of the Australian Strategic Policy Institute.‖ 
 
- Hugh White, ‗Careless buys make mess of our defence‘, The Age, 29 March 2007. 

Box 24: The Defence budget—a mess? 

This claim was explicitly advanced by Hugh White in the press in early 2007. But in a similar context a generation ago, John Bruni points out, tanks were not the issue. 

―Unlike the...proposed aircraft carrier acquisition and the purchase of the F-111C, the 
purchase of the Leopards did not have a high profile in the media. This might have 
been attributed to the fact that so far as defence capital equipment was concerned, 
tanks did not have such high unit costs (the entire cost of 103 tanks coming in at ap-
proximately $160 million) and so did not serve to generate much controversy in the pub-
lic domain. Neither were tanks considered ‗potentially destabilising‘ to the region.‖ 
 
- John Bruni, On Weapons Decisions: How Australia Chooses to Arm Itself (1963-
1990), 2002, pp. 297-98. 

Box 23: A pattern from the past 
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―Australia is in a better position than most countries in the developed world to deal with 
the impact of aging and rising health costs (a notable exception is the high-immigration, 
low social spending United States). Not only do we have relatively favourable de-
mographics, but our self-funded superannuation arrangements remove a sizable impost 
that hangs over many European governments. The fiscal problem that we face is de-
cidedly manageable... Australia is a rich country with solid economic prospects. We 
can afford to spend more on Defence (and other government services) if we decide 
to do so. In the near-term we are likely to face a tight fiscal situation that will see the 
government carefully managing a small post-election surplus. This will inhibit but not 

prevent additional spending.‖ 

- Mark Thomson, Australian Strategic Policy Institute, April 2007. 

Box 26: What of the longer term fiscal balance? 

Here‘s what Mark Thomson actually wrote, in April 2007. 

―Clearly, with the economy growing strongly and defence spending a modest 1.9% of 
GDP, we are a long way from having to worry about even approaching a peace-
time economic limit on defence spending...On current projections the government‘s 
overall fiscal situation will remain manageable for the next decade. At worst, a blow out 
in Defence costs would hit a fiscal barrier and force some long-overdue belt tightening 
and efficiency. In reality, this might not even be required… Assuming that the past is a 
guide to the future in this regard...the government would run a deficit for 5-6 years with 
a peak magnitude of 3–4% of GDP. Surely, such a prolonged and serious fiscal imbal-
ance would put downward pressure on the defence budget? Especially so, given that 
defence spending is an expensive way to create jobs. Yet the historical record does not 
bear this out…On past experience...a recession would probably make it easier for 
the government to spend on defence rather than harder. Thus, short of a prolonged 
1930s style depression, there is no fiscal reason why the government cannot sus-
tain and even further increase its planned defence spending over the next ten to 
fifteen years – come a recession or not.‖ 
 
- Mark Thomson, Australian Strategic Policy Institute, April 2007. 

Box 25: Is there is budgetary problem looming for  
Defence? 
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In reality, tanks are a tiny part of the expenditure in question and, in any case, the very authority on whom White relied 
states forthrightly that even the total expenditure does not create an opportunity cost  

Map 8: Objection #1 - The Opportunity Cost is Too High 
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As we have seen (Figure 8, p. 21), tanks have for 
decades been mistakenly regarded as too heavy to 
move around Australia or to transport overseas or to use 
in jungle terrain. They have been used in exercises in 
Australia for decades, transported overseas and used 
with decisive effect in jungle terrain in the 1940s and 
1960s. 
 
Is there any reason why the Abrams will be more difficult 
to transport or less effective when used than its 
predecessors? The simple answer is no. There may be 
reasons why buying new Abrams tanks was not a sound 
decision, but this set of claims about them being 
unusable is not among them. 
 
It is important, however, to set out the case for this, 
because the idea that they are lumbering behemoths 
is intuitively powerful and, as it turns out, the key 
evidence against it is technical and not widely 
understood. That evidence has to do with the 
relationship between weight and ground pressure in a 
vehicle and the realities are counter-intuitive. 
 
Figure 26 (p. 69) shows the comparative weight and 
ground pressure of the wheeled, light armoured vehicles 
Australia has been using in the region and the tracked 
heavy armoured tanks we have used since the World 
War II, including the peers of the Abrams. The three 
contemporary tanks are all the same weight and much 

heavier than any of the older tanks Australia has used. 
This is why critics allege there is a problem. Note, 
however, that the ground pressure, which is the pressure 
a vehicle places on the ground per square centimetre, is 
a very different story. Here we see that the Abrams has a 
decisive advantage over the wheeled light armoured 
vehicles that are commonly assumed to be more mobile 
than a heavy tank in soft terrain. And it is ground 
pressure, not weight, that actually determines a vehicle‘s 
mobility in soft terrain. Tracked vehicles distribute their 
weight much more diffusely than wheeled vehicles; 
which, of course, why tracks (and tanks) were invented. 
 
There is a cluster of claims beneath the broad objection 
that the Abrams tanks will be unusable. These are 
represented in Map 9 (p. 67). The consideration about 
weight and ground pressure bears directly on the claim 
circled in red. We can see, at a glance, that this is only 
one of the claims at work in the case and that some 
careful work is needed to ensure that the objection as a 
whole is dealt with systematically. We shall focus, 
however, on the significance of weight and ground 
pressure (Map 10, p. 71), because the soft terrain claim 
is so common, so intuitive and so clearly in error. 
 
Far more than opportunity cost, the objection about 
useability has been perhaps the most persistent 
objection to tanks since they were invented, not just 
in Australia, but in general. It is important to consider 

that there are, of course, limitations on the useability of 
tanks—there always have been. The question is not 
whether they can always and everywhere be used to 
equal effect; but rather where they can be used; what 
the reasons are for choosing to use them where 
possible; and what the costs are of not being able to use 
them at need. But let us look first at the claim that they 
simply cannot be used at all, or as Paul Daley put it: that 
they ―won‘t be going anywhere‖.  
 
The fact that the Abrams weighs 62 tonnes compared 
with the 42 tonnes of the old Leopard 1s looks like being 
a plausible ground for believing it too heavy—a 
―lumbering behemoth‖. But this is actually an error, 
based on a misunderstanding of what actually makes for 
mobility in soft terrain. Because the Abrams has a 
relatively low ground pressure, it can handle soft terrain 
at least as well as earlier, lighter tanks. This does not 
mean that no terrain is too soft for it. In both World War II 
and Vietnam, there were places where tanks could not 
be used because the ground was too soft. The 
important thing is to consider, where this is true, what 
the consequences are. For it is untrue that lighter 
armour can substitute for tanks and the consequence 
tends to be extreme difficulty for infantry in 
conducting sustained close combat—since they lack 
close armoured support. 

OBJECTION #2: IS THE ABRAMS TANK UNUSABLE? 

There may not be a cost problem; but can the Abrams tanks actually be used? Or are they lumbering behemoths that won‘t be going anywhere? 
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There are a cluster of different considerations here, but let‘s start with the soft terrain claim, because it will give us the most traction,  
as it were. 

Map 9: Objection #2 - The Abrams Will Be Unusable 
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The key thing here is ground pressure—the weight of a vehicle distributed over the ground it sits on. This is not something non-specialists or non-engineers can be expected to know, but it 
makes all the difference.  

―The Abrams is undeniably the ultimate vehicle for conventional tank war-
fare...But they are also too heavy for most Australian roads and bridges 
(where they need special transport vehicles) as well as the soft mountainous 
terrain in countries to Australia’s north—the very places where John Howard 
recently prophesied our troops would be increasingly busy in coming years. Get-
ting them there is also difficult...Where will Australia‘s troops go next? It all de-
pends which nearby country descends into bedlam...There is, however, one near 
certainty. Australia‘s new Abrams tanks won‘t be going anywhere.‖ 
 
- Paul Daley ‗The Wrong War‘, The Bulletin,  3 October 2006, pp. 18, 23. 

Box 27: The „Dud‟s Army‟ view 

Figure 25:  Weight and Ground Pressure of Tracked and Wheeled Vehicles 

Vehicle 

Approximate Combat 
Weight 

(tonnes) 

Ground Pressure 

(kg/sq cm) 

Wheeled light armoured     

Bushmaster              14         4.15 

ASLAV              13         3.75 

Tracked heavy armoured     

Matilda              27         1.25 

Abrams AIM              62         1.05 

Leopard 2              62         0.96 

Centurion              52         0.95 

Challenger 2              62         0.90 

Leopard 1              42         0.88 
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Figure 26: Tracked vs wheeled vehicles 

It‘s tracks, not wheels that are best in soft terrain. That‘s one of the reasons tanks have tracks. 

Tracks distribute weight and dramatically decrease ground pres-
sure, enabling tanks (Abrams upper left or Matilda upper right) to 
go into terrain where wheeled    vehicles cannot. In East Timor, the 
wheeled ASLAVs (lower left) and Bushmasters (lower right) have 
been    seriously limited by lack of sealed, wide or firm roads and 
cannot travel off road in the wet season. Tanks are not unlimited, 
but they are less limited in such terrain. 
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Here are the surprising implications of the data on ground pressure. The bottom line: the Abrams can quite readily be used in the near region. 

Map 10: The Abrams, Soft Terrain and Ground Pressure 
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Deploying heavy equipment of any kind is a challenge, 
but manifestly it can be done, whether for engineering 
purposes or for the fighting of serious wars. Tanks have 
been moved around the world and across diverse 
landscapes ever since they were invented. This has 
sometimes been difficult. The Americans were sceptical, 
in 1942-43, that tanks could be deployed into the South 
West Pacific. It was Australian logisticians who found a 
way to get light and medium tanks into PNG (in 1943) 
and then the other islands (in 1944-45). Once there, they 
made a major difference to our infantry operations, 
despite the inevitable challenges of the terrain.  
 
In the case of Vietnam, both American and Australian 
commanders doubted that tanks could be deployed 
usefully throughout the theatre of operations and it was 
relatively late in the war (1968) before they were. The 
Abrams tank is named for General Creighton Abrams, 
who introduced American tanks to Vietnam, when he 
took over as theatre commander from General William 
Westmoreland, who had been sceptical of the utility of 

tanks in such a war. Australia introduced its Centurion 
tanks to its specific theatre of operations in Vietnam 
(Phuoc Tuy province) the same year and, while there 
were initial logistical challenges, these were 
overcome by the use of ships, cranes and landing craft. 
 
We have seen that the soft terrain claim is not 
persuasive. The same is true for the deployment claim. 
Even were Australia not upgrading its logistical 
capabilities, the Abrams could be deployed at need by 
ship. As it is, the new amphibious landing ships, 
assuming they are purchased, will make deployment of 
the Abrams tanks straightforward. There has been some 
question about whether the new heavy transport planes, 
the C-17 Globemasters, will be suitable for deploying 
the tanks, but they would not be the primary vehicle for 
doing so. In any case, a C-17 can carry an Abrams tank 
and, contrary to what appears to be a widespread 
perception, the C-17 can land on many air strips both in 
Australia and throughout the Asia Pacific.  
 

As regards deployment of the tanks around Australia, it 
is important to note only that there have always been 
difficulties in deploying tanks by road and rail, but 
not insuperable ones, and they are becoming less, not 
more of a problem, as our own infrastructure improves. 
Infrastructure around the Asia Pacific is a more complex 
matter. Here again, though, it is not a matter of either/or. 
Some infrastructure is too flimsy for tanks, but some is, 
equally, too flimsy for wheeled vehicles. Bridges are 
often mentioned as a problem, but tanks have always 
used their own bridging equipment and engineering 
support to compensate for such challenges. There is a 
question mark against this consideration, because 
bridging tanks have not been bought as part of the 
Abrams package, for some reason. This is a minor 
objection to the consistency of the purchase, however, 
rather than an objection to the purchase as such. It can, 
presumably, be remedied. 

OBJECTION #2 (CONTINUED): DEPLOYMENT OF THE ABRAMS AND REGIONAL  
INFRASTRUCTURE 

But are there other reasons why the Abrams could not be deployed and thus could not be used? 
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Weapons or weapons platforms become obsolete when they 
cannot survive in the battlefield against the latest 
technology arrayed against them, or when some new 
technology can do better what they were designed to do. The 
pressure on them can also become extreme when their unit 
cost becomes very high, as is the case with manned combat 
aircraft, although they are not yet obsolete. Indeed, the F-22 
Raptor has been greeted, after recent trials, as likely to rule 
the skies for many years, even decades to come. Of course, 
the F-22 is so enormously expensive that the United States 
government has decided it will buy only 128 of the aircraft 
and will not export any of them. These considerations may 
well force any strategic competitor, most notably China, to try 
to develop unmanned vehicles that can compete with the 
Raptor and that can be both built and sacrificed in large 
numbers—since out-competing the Raptor with a new 
manned combat aircraft may prove impossibly difficult and 
prohibitively expensive. 
 
The tank (preceded by the machine gun) made horsed 
cavalry obsolete as a means for breaking through enemy 
lines and sweeping into the enemy‘s rear. As we saw at the 
beginning of the report, this was not immediately apparent to 
many senior military officers or political leaders, even in 
Britain, after World War I. It was the defeated powers, 
Germany and Russia, that took most note of the new 
possibilities presented by mobile armoured platforms and it 
was those countries which,  between the two World Wars, 
developed the new doctrine of breakthrough offensives 
utilising masses of tanks. The harsh lesson of what tanks 
could do, when well used, was driven home in World War II. 
Tanks were, however, vulnerable to anti-tank fire from the 
outset. At the battle of Cambrai, in which tanks were first 

used, a great many of them were destroyed by German fire, 
but they achieved notable success nonetheless. Improving 
tank armour has been an ongoing challenge ever since. It 
accounts for much of the weight and mass of tanks up to the 
present.  
 
The main thrust of objection #3, however, has been that 
tanks were built up for the Cold War and are obsolete in an 
age of asymmetric and non-conventional conflicts, which 
(allegedly) place a premium on mobility, intelligence and 
careful reassurance. Lighter armoured vehicles, attack 
helicopters and advanced infantry weapons (Figure 28, p. 
74) are, on this view of the matter, seen as replacing tanks in 
the contemporary strategic environment. This is the most 
technical and complex of the objections and needs to be 
examined with care. Once again, the objection is intuitively 
plausible and not self-evidently erroneous.  
 
There are many considerations bearing on the claim that 
tanks are now obsolete—even more than we saw in the case 
of objection #2, that the Abrams tanks will be unusable for 
Australia. However, they consist of two basic claims with 
supporting evidence: that tanks have become highly 
vulnerable and that they are no longer the best means for 
doing what tanks used to do. As is often the case, there is a 
good deal of factual data apparently supporting these two 
claims—a lot of intuitively plausible evidence—but the 
inferences from this data to the main claim are far weaker 
than they appear at first or even second glance.  
Map 11 (p. 75) shows the key claims that are in play (circled 
in red). What we see in Map 12 is that the premises that are 
weakest are, as so often, assumptions which are not 
examined with sufficient rigor, given that basic factual data 

seems so suggestive. The key to using tanks is ensuring that 
they are adequately protected, so that they can do their job. 
There is no such thing as vulnerability in the abstract. If 
the Australian Army was to try using tanks against an enemy 
who commanded the skies, or if we were fighting in complex 
terrain, and did not use combined arms teams to protect our 
tanks, they would, indeed, be too vulnerable. But we would 
not choose to do these things, unless there was no other 
option and the mission was vital. 
 
Military technology keeps developing and it is not difficult to 
see why critics of the tank imagine (Map 12, p. 76) that it is 
now outdated and is not needed for the tasks it was invented 
to undertake. However, the argument is flawed. What seems 
intuitively plausible turns out not to be so on closer 
examination. Tanks may seem to be old technology and 
cumbersome compared with attack helicopters, ground 
attack aircraft or even sophisticated infantry weapons. 
However, they have a combination of strengths for which 
none of these alternatives, singly or in combination, can 
yet substitute. They can probe deep, drawing enemy fire 
and, better than unprotected infantry, light armoured vehicles 
or helicopters, withstand such fire; they provide mobile, 
highly protected communications and sensors; but above all 
they remain unrivalled at being able to get in close and 
deliver highly discriminating, timely and decisive direct fire 
support against enemies dug in and  concealed in complex 
terrain. 

OBJECTION #3: ARE TANKS NOW OBSOLETE? 

Are tanks relics of the Cold War? They may seem so, if you do not understand the realities of close combat in complex terrain, but things look quite otherwise if you do. 
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These are the things that some critics assert can replace tanks in their traditional role—but they cannot. That was one of the key findings of the 1997 RTA trials. 

Figure 27: Infantry fired anti-tank weapons (left) and Apache attack helicopters (right) are potent weapons in the contemporary battlefield, but they have not rendered the tank ineffective or made it obsolete. 
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Some of the claims are true, but key ones are not and the crucial consideration is whether tanks are working in combined arms teams—with infantry and air cover.  
Crucially, Australia‘s tanks can be expected to work in such combined arms team, enjoying both infantry and air cover. 

Map 11: Objection#3 (A) - The Vulnerability of Tanks 
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Here is how the proponents of tanks respond to the argument that other things are now better than the tank at the tank‘s job. Of course, one or more of their  rebuttals here (the red boxes) 
might be contested or new evidence might emerge bearing on the subject, for the present, this is how the case that tanks remain  unsurpassed at their job currently stands. 

Map 12: Objection #3 (B) - Other Things Can Do The Job Better 
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The idea that we would never use tanks, even if they 
had military utility (and we have just seen that, in 
general, they do), is grounded, as Map 13 shows (p. 78), 
on two claims working together: that our immediate 
region is the area in which the Australian Army is most 
likely to be involved in operations and that we would not 
use tanks in this region (South East Asia and the South 
West Pacific). The first of these claims is dubious, 
because almost all Australia‘s military missions, 
throughout its history, have been outside our immediate 
region. World War II and the Vietnam War bulk large in 
popular memory, but the first was hardly confined to our 
immediate region and both  involved the use of tanks; so 
they do not serve the purposes of those who advance 
this contention.  
 
It is the co-premise in this claim, however, that is 
most open to question. It is, itself, based on two claims 
working together as a single reason. Why would we 
think that tanks send an unacceptable political 
message? The intuitive plausibility here, surely, lies in 
the perception that tanks are simply instruments of 
aggression and we would not want our neighbours to 
think that we are aggressive, or would use such 
fearsome weapons against them. It is far from clear, 
however, that this perception is well grounded. The 
available evidence suggests that, throughout our region, 
neither the media nor the public are able to discriminate 
between different kinds of armoured vehicle with any 
reliability; and there is no evidence that they regard the 

use of lighter armoured vehicles as sending the wrong 
message. In any case, we do use such vehicles, as in 
East Timor.  
 
It seems rather odd, also, to claim that tanks send an 
unacceptable political message, yet purchase the most 
advanced air and naval platforms with the long 
established and explicit intention of maintaining a 
military technological edge precisely over our 
neighbours. What message does that send? John Bruni 
remarked, in 2002, that the Leopards, unlike the F-111s, 
were not seen, in the 1970s, as likely to be „regionally 
destabilising‟ (Box 23). Why should we now see 
Abrams as problematic and not Joint Strike Fighters, or 
the F-22 Raptors, which the Labor Party has declared it 
would prefer to the JSFs? In short, it is difficult to see 
that this claim about tanks carries any weight, even as 
rhetoric, once it is given a moment‘s thought. 
 
But that said, under what circumstances would we 
actually use the tanks in our region, even if they did 
offend our neighbours?. We have deployed tanks in our 
immediate region in the past. We used them in Papua 
New Guinea and elsewhere in the island littoral during 
World War II and we used them in Vietnam, in the last 
phase of our long involvement in the counter-insurgency 
war there. Clearly, therefore, we can imagine 
circumstances in which we might use tanks in the 
region. Without drawing up specific scenarios, it is not 
difficult to see that we might well choose to use the tank 

option (provided we had it) by agreement with allies in 
the region, or in the unfortunate event of conflict on the 
ground with some party in the region.  
 
It is also worth considering that, as a general principle, 
being unable to exercise this option could face us—
where hostile forces cross the blurred line between a 
benign situation and open conflict—with the invidious 
choice of either not engaging in land combat or running 
a distinct risk of taking serious casualties and even 
being defeated. This is the Black Hawk down scenario, 
which, given its nature and scale, and the current 
situation in East Timor, is perfectly realistic one for 
Australian forces within our region and within the 
immediate future. This, surely, would send a message to 
our neighbours that we are weak or vulnerable; which is 
more likely to prejudice our interests in the region than a 
perception that we have tanks and, with them, the option 
of conducting close combat at need—albeit on a small 
scale. 

OBJECTION #4: WOULD WE EVER USE TANKS? 

It is sometimes suggested that we would not want to offend our neighbours by using tanks. Let‘s think that through. 
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Here is the basic argument and, beneath it, a considered response.  

Map 13: Objection #4: Australia Would Never Deploy Tanks in its Own Region 
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We have seen that the case for tanks, far from being at 
odds with the 2000 White Paper, is anchored to its key 
premises. There remains, however, a final hurdle for the 
case and it is the phrasing used in the White Paper, 
Chapter 6, Para 24 (6:24): 
 
 ―Our land forces would be ideally suited to provide 
contributions to lower intensity operations including 
peace-enforcement, peacekeeping and many types of 
humanitarian operations. Such operations are much 
more likely than high intensity operations and would 
emphasize mobility and the levels of protection and 
firepower appropriate for our own environment, rather 
than the kinds of heavy armoured capabilities needed for 
high intensity continental warfare.‖ 
 
The words in bold print here are seen as a sticking point 
by critics, who maintain that we do not need tanks in 
our immediate region. We have seen that the common 
objections that we could not use tanks in the region, or 
that we could not or would not deploy them are unsound. 
But it might still be objected that the necessity would not 
arise, because in the region around us we would not 
face the kinds of hostile force or robust defensive 
structures that would call for tanks rather than light 
infantry and light armour. This consideration impinges 
directly on the grounds underpinning the pivotal claim in 
the case and that is why it has been so prominent in 
public and policy debates on the subject.  
 

As can be seen in Map 14, however, there are reasons 
to believe that close combat and with it the possible 
requirement for tanks, is conceivable within our 
immediate region. Army planning, based on the 
concept of MOLE (Manoeuvre Operations in the Littoral 
Environment) calls for tanks to be available in future 
contingencies. We almost needed tanks in East Timor, in 
1999, under relatively benign circumstances and it is, 
therefore, perfectly conceivable that we may need them 
under comparable circumstances in future. Indeed, the 
very conditions which are making asymmetric war and 
rising operational uncertainty more rife around the 
world have been emerging in our own region in recent 
years, most notably across South East Asia, so that we 
cannot be confident we will not have to deal with them in 
the next decade. 
 
Critics of the decision to maintain the tank capability 
have often given the impression that they believe the 
6:24 problem is a decisive objection to the decision and 
that it shows the Army has a fixation on anachronistic 
weapons suited only to large wars outside our 
immediate region, which we are not expected to have to 
fight using land forces. If they are to uphold this claim, 
however, they have to demonstrate that Army planning 
did not consider plausible contingencies in our 
immediate region and that tanks will not be required in 
such contingencies in the foreseeable future. They 
cannot show this, because Army planning for MOLE and 
the clear precedent of tanks being used in our 

immediate region make maintaining the capability 
reasonable, even if it is only a hedge against the 
possibility of close combat in future operations. 
Moreover, our strategic policy allows that that 
possibility cannot now be excluded across the spectrum 
of missions on which the Army will be sent, whether in 
our immediate region or in the further reaches of the 
world.  

OBJECTION #5: THE „6:24 PROBLEM‟ 

The fifth objection is grounded in a particular, quite common and intuitively plausible interpretation of a key passage in the 2000 White Paper. There are two components to the objection. 
Both must be true if the objection is to be sustained. It is not clear that either is true, but there is genuine uncertainty on both counts and scope for further careful thought. 
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Objection #5 is widely seen as the trump card in the hands of 
the critics: the 2000 White Paper set the boundaries around our 
strategic commitments and interests and, within those bounda-
ries, we do not need tanks. However, the key premise of this 
objection has become weaker and weaker in recent years.  
 
The minor premise is a more complicated matter. Plainly, we 
may not need tanks in our region. There are, however, some 
indications that we could; and this justifies maintaining a modest 
capability, which is all that the 59 Abrams tanks represent. 

Map 14: Objection #5: The „6:24 problem‟ 
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The fifth objection is interesting because so many of the 
considerations that bear upon its minor premise are of 
uncertain weight—hence the pale colour of the claims in 
evaluated form, as shown here and the question marks 
against so many claims. This is why the debate remains 
contentious: it is not obvious when, where or why we 
would need tanks in our immediate region. As long as 
there was not bipartisan consensus on Australia need-
ing an expeditionary capability, this fragility in the minor 
premise kept open the possibility that the 6:24 problem 
could fatally undermine the case for tanks.  

Map 15: Objection #5: The „6:24 Problem‟ Evaluated 
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Opportunity cost is, on the face of it, the most plausible 
objection to the acquisition of any weapons platform. It is 
the most sensible-sounding objection to buying new 
tanks. But as we have seen, the evidence simply does 
not support this objection. The Army bought a highly 
economical package deal and postponed an upgrade to 
its air defence system as a trade-off, to get the tanks 
sooner. The claim that the tanks are part of a general 
budget blow out is unsound, both in its major premise 
and in its inference: there is no budgetary or fiscal 
problem looming and the tanks are, in any case, a tiny 
percentage of the sums that are in question. 
 
The claim that the tanks could not be used in Australia 
or in the region, because they could not be deployed by 
air or sea and would be too heavy to be mobile in the 
terrain of the region, appears to be widely believed, but 
is not supported by either historical evidence or physical 
reality. Tanks are, of course, big, heavy machines, but 
they can be moved and can be used in the jungle terrain 
of the region, should they be required. The key 
consideration, as regards mobility in such terrain, is 
ground pressure, not weight, and the Abrams has a 
lower ground pressure than the medium tanks we 
used in the South West Pacific in World War II, and a 
ground pressure only a quarter that of the wheeled, light 
armoured vehicles that critics seem to believe should be 
used in place of tanks on mobility grounds—and which 
we currently use in the region.  
 

Similarly, the claim that tanks are an increasingly 
obsolete component of 21st century armies is based on 
a number of misperceptions about the role of tanks in 
close combat, the relative capabilities of other platforms 
or weapons and the vulnerability of tanks when used in 
combined arms units. The fundamental error here is the 
idea that tanks are only needed for large-scale warfare 
and that there is no need for them in stabilisation or 
counter-insurgency operations. There is a clear need for 
them whenever infantry will be required to engage in 
close combat with enemies concealed in complex 
terrain. 
 
The fourth objection, that we would never use the tanks 
anyway, because doing so would send a political 
message that would be unacceptable to our neighbours 
is belied both by historical evidence, that we have used 
tanks at need, and by strategic logic, which suggests 
that we would do so again, should the need be serious. 
Indeed, we may do so at the request of our neighbours 
under foreseeable circumstances. 
 
The fifth objection, commonly treated as decisive, that 
we should only structure our land force for our 
immediate region and that tanks are not required 
there, is undermined by the bipartisan commitment now 
to an expeditionary capability and by the clear evidence 
that such a capability within our immediate region 
(MOLE) calls for having a tank capability, though it is 
uncertain when or where tanks would actually be used in 

MOLE.  
 
In sum, the mass of objections turns out to have far 
less weight than the conventional wisdom suggests. 
It remains only to determine whether there is a flaw in 
the central line of reasoning advanced by the Army for 
maintaining the tank capability. It is to that, final 
component of the debate that we now turn. 

NET WEIGHT OF THE OBJECTIONS 

There is much less to the four basic objections than meets the eye. This is interesting and tells us a good deal about how intuitive, political and popular  
judgments are very often made. 
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To lay out the central line of argument, it will help to get our bear-
ings again—with reference to the macro, the language of the 
2000 White Paper and the tasks the Army is expected to under-
take in the foreseeable future.  The claims which now need to be 
examined are 5A-a and 5B-a in the macro (circled below). In 
Maps 17 and 18, we shall look at each in turn. 

LAYING OUT THE CENTRAL LINE OF ARGUMENT 

We have seen that the peripheral claims are 
justified (that is, the premises are true and the 
inferences from them to the claims are valid) and 
that the four basic objections to the case, as they 
are widely propagated, are based on 
misconceptions. This does not yet mean, however, 
that the case for buying new tanks is sound. To 
test that case, we need to cross-examine the 
central line of argument, shown in Maps  16 and 
17 (pp. 84-85), on which the case rests. This is 
that tanks are a necessary part of the combat 
weight required by the Army to ensure that it will 
be able to achieve its missions without undue risk. 
 
As we have seen, the 2000 White Paper spelled 
out a strategic judgment (1:11), that the Australian 
Defence Force faced “a complex and diverse 
range of tasks”  that will be of an increasingly 
non-conventional nature (2:6), which could often 
require deployment of Australian forces into any 
number of “dangerous and uncertain” foreign 
environments, in which “the boundary between a 
benign situation and open conflict, either 
against local irregulars or more capable armed 
forces, can become blurred.” (2:10). 
 
The Army‘s doctrine increasingly reflects these 
stipulations. In order to be capable of undertaking 
this diverse range of tasks, it has sought to 
develop enhanced logistical integration with the 
other armed services and the creation of a 
capacity for what it calls ―joint land combat‖ - the 
ability to move swiftly and seamlessly between 
humanitarian, peace-keeping or enforcement, 

counter-insurgency and conventional warfighting 
modes of operation in close coordination with the 
other armed services and with other agencies, on 
a whole of government basis. 
 
In particular, the concept of close combat in 
complex terrain needs to be clearly understood, 
before the claim that tanks are vital to a capacity to 
conduct the full spectrum of missions can be 
rationally assessed. The need for a capability to 
prevail in such combat  is spelled out in recent 
Army documents, such as Complex War-fighting 
and in Adaptive Campaigning. These documents, 
while acknowledging the need for the land force to 
be able to work seamlessly with the other armed 
services and with other agencies of Government, 
point out that a capability to prevail in close 
combat is the land force‘s unique and 
irreplaceable contribution to joint operations.  
 
Close combat is only one of the possible 
challenges of joint land combat and the use of 
tanks only one, variable aspect of close combat. 
But meeting the challenge of close combat can be 
critical to mission success, when and if a situation 
erupts into open conflict; and tanks are crucial to 
meeting the challenge of close combat without 
undue risk. That, in the final analysis, is the central 
argument as to why the tank capability needed to 
be maintained. 
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Here we see, in a simple and accessible form, the reasoning behind Army‘s case for maintaining a minimal tank capability. This set of reasons shows why proponents of the capability 
regard critics of the decision as ignorant or anti-Army. It is the counterpart to Maps 5 (p. 47) and 7 (p. 58), which show why the critics tend to dismiss the decision as ridiculous. It is only by 
a careful consideration of the full set of arguments that we can form a just assessment of both the merits of the case and the disposition of the critics. 

Map 16: The Central Line of Argument for Tanks (A) 
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Here we see the basic reasoning behind the need for tanks to succeed ―efficiently‖, i.e. without undue risk, in close combat, against the kinds of enemies the Army or a joint force may now 
encounter across the full spectrum of missions. The case is not sheeted home in detail, but is shown here with sufficient clarity that critics disposed to challenge it may do so—efficiently. 

Map 17: The Central Line of Argument for Tanks (B) 
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CONCLUSION 
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We have stepped through a complex and contentious 
debate. We have seen that the complexity itself is 
what has generated much of the contention. We 
have seen that by structuring the debate in a hierarchical 
manner, we can discern what is actually going on within 
the complex and shifting mass of contending 
considerations. Having done that, we have been able 
literally to see nine things: 
 

What the core claims in the case are,  
Where they sit in relation to one another 
What the basic objections are 
Where they impinge on the case 
What their weaknesses are  
How claims and objections balance up 
Which claims are most important;  
Where the greatest sensitivities are 

 
All this enables us to understand the debate better, 
to see why it has been so difficult to generate rational 
consensus on the case and to pinpoint exactly where 
new evidence or a reconsideration of this judgment or 
that might alter the balance of the case and, just 
possibly, compel a different overall judgment. 
 
Those who were or are strongly opposed to the decision 
to buy the Abrams tanks ought very easily be able, on 
the basis of this report, to do either of two things—
change their minds, because they now see the case 
differently; or specify exactly where they believe the 
report misses key evidence that would make such a 
significant difference to the case that it would lead to a 
revision of the judgment that the case for tanks is sound. 
 

It should now be clear where such key evidence would 
impinge on the case. It would almost certainly consist of 
evidence that the specific opportunity cost of the tanks 
decision was far higher than it seems; or that the 
difficulties in actually deploying the Abrams tanks will be 
insuperable; that new weapons platforms really have 
made, or very soon will make tanks obsolete in the 
battlefields of the coming decade or two; or that there 
are, indeed, compelling reasons to believe that no 
Australian government would ever use Abrams tanks in 
the region around us and that the call for them further 
afield would be marginal at best. But these have been 
the standard, basic objections to the case and it is 
difficult to see new evidence arising in the immediate 
future that would alter the key judgments made in this 
report. 
 
The single greatest area of sensitivity is what, in this 
report, has been dubbed ―the 6:24 problem‖. While 
critics too often appear to overlook both the specific 
claims made by the Chief of Army regarding the reasons 
for maintaining the tank capability and the history of 
Australian use of tanks in the island littoral and Vietnam 
since 1943, there is still a need for the role of tanks in 
future MOLE missions to be more clearly spelled out. 
Unless it becomes politically and publicly understood 
that tanks have a key role to play in realistically 
conceivable MOLE missions over the next two decades, 
critics will continue to snipe at the decision to buy 
Abrams tanks. This would have been all the more so 
had the 2000 White Paper remained the genuine basis 
of strategic policy. It now seems certain that a bipartisan 
agreement has been reached to replace that document 
with a revised strategic policy. That revised policy 

includes the development of a significant expeditionary 
capability. In such a policy context, the case for tanks is 
certainly stronger than it was before.  
 
Three kinds of judgment enter into the picture in the 
policy debate. The first has to do with war fighting 
doctrine; the second with estimates of probability and 
contingency planning; the third with strategic policy itself. 
The first judgment has to do with whether mobile, highly 
protected direct fire support platforms (which everyone 
has called ―tanks‖ since 1916) are needed in 
expeditionary operations, including MOLE. The second 
has to do with how likely it is that operations requiring 
the actual use of tanks will occur in the next decade or 
two. The third judgment has to do with the inclination of 
Australian governments to undertake such operations, 
when all their implications are weighed up. For some 
time now, it has been clear that Coalition governments 
are, by disposition, more inclined than Labor 
governments to contemplate such operations and some 
of the most influential voices in the strategic policy and 
force structure debate of the past generation have been 
and remain deeply sceptical about the use of the 
Australian Army overseas in any role other than a 
―constabulary‖ one. 

CONCLUDING OBSERVATIONS 
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The experiences of the East Timor operation, since 
1999, and the more recent RAMSI mission in the 
Solomons have done something to reconcile the 
sceptics to the need for a better equipped and more 
deployable Army. They appear to have done little, if 
anything, however, to reconcile them to the idea that the 
Army needs tanks for such missions. This is the 6:24 
problem as it impacts on practical reality. The fact that 
the aging Leopard tanks were held on a leash in 1999, in 
Darwin, in case things got out of hand in East Timor, is a 
strong indicator of how finely balanced the matter is in 
this regard.  
 
What it comes down to is the question: Do we want an 
Army which, in the unpleasant event that close combat 
becomes necessary on a mission of any kind, has the 
capacity to achieve that mission without undue risk—that 
is, to prevail in such close combat reliably, without 
incurring heavy casualties and while remaining 
proportionate and discriminating in its use of firepower? 
If we do, then military doctrine suggests we are well-
advised to have a few tanks. If, conversely, we were to 
make the judgment either that such a contingency is so 
remote as to render the risk negligible; or that, in such a 
contingency, we would be prepared to take casualties 
and run the risk of failure; or, finally, that when 
confronted with determined enemies on land ready to 
fight, we should simply shoulder arms and withdraw from 
the scene, then we might conclude that tanks are not 
required by the Army. 
 
However, few responsible policy makers think like 
this with regard to major categories of risk. If we took a 
strictly comparable approach to our air and naval power, 

we would not have or insist on maintaining a first rate air 
combat capability or world class conventional 
submarines. If we took a strictly comparable approach to 
our personal affairs, few of us would take out life, car 
accident or income insurance. We do so, however, 
because it is prudent to do so; just in case. If one does 
have such insurance, it may never be necessary to call 
on it. Indeed, we hope that it will not. If, on the other 
hand, one does not have it and a crisis occurs, the 
consequences can be very serious indeed.  
 
The Australian Army is very small and its tank 
capability, even with the powerful Abrams M1A1 tanks 
in its inventory, will still be very modest. The role of 
those tanks has been spelled out very plainly by the 
Chief of Army. It is to work in close co-ordination with 
small combined arms teams, in an infantry support role, 
to carry out joint land combat. It is not intended as some 
kind of overweening capability for sweeping, continental-
scale heavy armoured warfare. This has never been the 
way in which Australian forces have used tanks, 
although they have benefited from tanks being used in 
this manner by more powerful allies on the Western front 
in World War I; in the North African and Western 
European fronts during World War II; and in the Korean 
War. The Australian tank is now and has traditionally 
been a vital support to infantry when the going gets 
tough. Whether in MOLE operations or in complex war 
fighting outside our immediate region, that is its 
anticipated role throughout the service lives of the newly 
purchased Abrams M1A1 tanks. 
 
It is the nature of decisions such as that to buy the new 
tanks that they do not lend themselves to straight-

forward proof once and for all, in black and white terms. 
There is, in all complex practical judgments of this kind, 
an irreducible margin of uncertainty. What this report 
has done, therefore, is not to prove beyond any cavil 
that tanks are and will be vital to whatever missions the 
Australian Army is sent on for the next 20 years; but 
rather to enhance a common understanding of what the 
considerations are that bear upon this question and how 
they can be seen in a clearer perspective than is 
generally the case. The report will have served its 
purpose just to the extent that it eases the 
bewilderment and frustration of those engaged on 
either side of the debate and facilitates a deeper grasp 
of where they can most fruitfully focus their energies in 
resolving their differences of opinion. 
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