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ABSTRACT KEYWORDS
What does this apparent relegation of the strategic significance of Australia; New Zealand;
Australia’s relationship with New Zealand to a partnership in Alliance
Australia’s 2023 Defence Strategic Review tell us about the status

of the Australia-New Zealand alliance? Based on interviews and
roundtables with leaders, officials, and academics in both

countries in late 2023 and early 2024, we argue that the depth

and breadth of Australia and New Zealand’s defence, economic,
regulatory, and people-to-people cooperation and integration has

made their relationship ‘intuitive’. That is, Australia and New

Zealand's relationship has come to be seen as part of the natural

order of things, so that the two countries see each other as a

natural, permanent partner, parting company with whom is
unthinkable. But we also argue that this may prevent the two
neighbours from recognising and responding to tensions. To

address this, we examine differences between the two countries’
perceptions of themselves, their strategic interests, and their

alliance, and find that the management of expectations will

continue to generate tensions. While we conclude that these

tensions will not fundamentally undermine the relationship, we
acknowledge that it has not yet been seriously tested, for

example by conflict in East Asia.

On 24 April 2023, the eve of ANZAC Day, a hallowed commemoration of the shared
sacrifices ANZAC (the adopted nomenclature for the Australia New Zealand Army
Corps) soldiers made on the battlefields of Gallipoli during the First World War, the Aus-
tralian Labor government released the public summary of the Defence Strategic Review
(DSR) that it had commissioned shortly after taking office in May 2022. Defence Minister
Richard Marles described the DSR as ‘the blueprint for defence thinking for decades to
come’ (Marles 2023). The DSR declared that Australia’s approach to its defence policy
would be based on ‘an enhanced and expanded Alliance [capitalised in original] with
the United States’ (Commonwealth of Australia 2023, 32). It also reaffirmed the centre-
piece of the AUKUS security partnership between Australia, the United Kingdom (UK),
and the United States (US) that had been announced in September 2021 under the
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previous Coalition government: the acquisition of nuclear-powered submarines (Morri-
son, Johnson, and Biden 2021). The DSR stated that these submarines are crucial for pro-
viding the Royal Australian Navy with the necessary ‘enhanced lethality’ to adapt to ‘the
significant changes in Australia’s strategic circumstances’ (Commonwealth of Australia
2023, 7).

While the public summary of the DSR referred to Australia’s military alliance with the
US as the ‘Alliance’ throughout, it referred to Australia’s other formal treaty ally, New
Zealand, only once. And rather than characterising New Zealand as an ally, the DSR
instead described it as ‘a key partner for Australia in the Pacific’ (Commonwealth of Aus-
tralia 2023, 46). This was despite both countries being Australian allies under the 1951
Australia New Zealand United States Treaty (ANZUS). While acknowledging that
there is likely considerably more discussion of New Zealand in the classified version of
the DSR, its minimal appearance in the public version is notable.

In this article, we answer this question: what does this apparent relegation of the
strategic significance of Australia’s relationship with New Zealand to a partnership
tell us about the status of the Australia-New Zealand alliance? Based on interviews
and roundtables with leaders, officials, and academics in both countries in late 2023
and early 2024," we argue that the depth and breadth of Australia and New Zealand’s
defence, economic, regulatory, and people-to-people cooperation and integration have
made their relationship ‘intuitive’ (to quote several officials on both sides of the
Tasman). That is, Australia and New Zealand’s relationship has come to be seen as
part of ‘the natural order of things’, so that the two countries see each other as ‘a
natural, permanent partner, parting company with whom is unthinkable’ (Suh 2004,
152). Indeed, Australia’s Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT) describes
the neighbours as ‘natural allies with a strong trans-Tasman sense of family’ (Depart-
ment of Foreign Affairs and Trade n.d.-a). New Zealand says that it has ‘no better
friend and no closer ally’ (Ministry of Defence 2016, 32). In his comments following
the 2024 Australia-New Zealand Foreign and Defence Ministerial Consultations
(ANZMIN), Marles stated that: ‘the character [of the relationship] between Australia
and New Zealand is one of family. There’s no country in the world with whom we
are closer than New Zealand’ (Marles 2024).

The intuitive nature of the Australia—New Zealand relationship reflects the ‘logic of
habit’, which is based on ‘habitual perceptions and practices that are automatically
evoked upon categorising another state as a particular identity’ (Hopf 2010, 548).
These habits are ‘automatic and unreflective’ and ‘there is not deliberate consideration
of even one alternative to what is automatically perceived and practiced” (Hopf 2010,
548). The Australian and New Zealand governments and citizenries take the relationship
so much for granted that cooperation, integration, and indeed military support in the
event of an armed attack on the other country, has long been assumed to be inevitable.
This means that their military alliance is so intuitive that it no longer necessitates specific
identification as an alliance commitment.

But, as Hugh White evocatively observed in 2001, while Australia and New Zealand
share the ‘same bed’, they frequently have ‘different nightmares’ (quoted in James
2001). White’s observation captured the dynamic that, although Australia has a rela-
tively high sense of strategic vulnerability, it has a strong economy. New Zealand
has typically faced the opposite situation. Therefore, we also argue that the
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intuitiveness and tendency of leaders and commentators on both sides of the Tasman
to ‘romanticise’ the alliance (Ayson 2018a), may prevent the two neighbours from
recognising and responding to tensions. To address this, we examine differences
between the two countries’ perceptions of themselves, their strategic interests, and
their alliance, and find that the management of expectations (for example, Canberra’s
frustration with Wellington over perceived under-spending on defence) will continue
to generate tensions. While we conclude that these tensions will not fundamentally
undermine the relationship and that the two countries ultimately share the same -
stated — dreams, we acknowledge that these dreams have not yet been seriously
tested, for example by conflict in East Asia. In such a scenario the allies might share
both dreams and nightmares, but whether they share an understanding of how to
respond might leave them unhappy bedfellows.

Our analysis of the Australia-New Zealand alliance reveals it is an exemplar of the
development of military alliances beyond their original relatively limited intent.
Indeed, throughout history alliances have tended to be relatively short-lived and
focused on a defined threat, such as the Southeast Asia Treaty Organization (SEATO)
which formed in 1955 to contain the spread of communism in the region, and which
was disbanded in 1977. But since the Second World War, several alliances have devel-
oped and endured well beyond their original purpose. These ‘standing’ alliances are
‘designed for general deterrence’ and are therefore ‘less likely to be conditional, less
likely to mention specific threats, more likely to be explicitly linked to other areas of
cooperation, more likely to be connected to a bureaucratic organization, and more
likely to endure’ (Leeds and Mattes 2007, 197-198). The North Atlantic Treaty Organiz-
ation (NATO) is the most well-examined example, as it has endured since 1949, devel-
oped a wide-ranging institutional structure, and given rise to extensive cooperation
(Pouliot 2010). Because it has been less thoroughly studied, the Australia—New
Zealand alliance can offer new insights into how and why alliances expand and endure
to the extent that they become intuitive. This can, in turn, offer insights into what this
intuitiveness obscures, and the implications this might have if alliances are tested. The
Australia-New Zealand alliance is also unusual because it does not involve a great
power, after the US withdrew its security guarantee to New Zealand in 1986 (although,
given the asymmetries in the relationship, New Zealand may, at times, view Australia as a
‘major power’, alongside the US and China (Ayson 2018c)). Therefore, the alliance has
the potential to offer valuable insights about why states align that look beyond narrow
materialist explanations.

In the same bed: the scope and status of the Australia-New Zealand
alliance

The longstanding definition of alliances is that they are “formal associations of states for
the use (or non-use) of military force, in specified circumstances, against states outside
their own membership’ (Snyder 1997). This definition reflects that alliances were histori-
cally formed only for short periods and against identified military threats (Snyder 1997).
However, since the Second World War, a system of alliances led by the US has challenged
this definition. These alliances have continued ‘beyond their initial historical contexts’,
expanded and deepened military cooperation between allies, and, in the case of
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NATO, developed formal institutional structures to manage alliance relations (Beeson
2015, 313; Walt 1997). In some cases, the relationship between allies has developed to
extend well beyond a traditional military alliance (Snyder 1997). As we demonstrate
below, the military alliance between Australia and New Zealand has developed into a
far deeper alignment that stretches into the political, economic, and cultural spheres
(Morrow 1991), with an ‘alliance halo” of ‘political and psychological implications that
go well beyond’ mere security (Snyder 1997, 8).

Australia and New Zealand’s relationship was born out of colonial circumstances, the
tyranny of distance from major security guarantors (first, the UK and later the US), and
shared interests and values (notwithstanding New Zealand’s resistance to joining the
Australian Federation in 1901). Both states were antipodean outposts of the British
Empire: settler-colonies which disenfranchised First Nations Australians and Aotearoa
New Zealand Maori in their bid to seek self-determination. External competition for
influence in the 19th and 20th centuries drove both to pursue strategic denial in their
immediate region. This was evidenced by their dismay that Britain’s failure to develop
a Monroe Doctrine for the Pacific enabled the US, Germany, and France to extend
their influence into the region (Condliffe 1930; Overlack 1998). These dynamics, in
various forms, continue. Despite their proximity to the Pacific and Asia, Australia and
New Zealand ‘belong’ to the Western European and Other States Group within the
United Nations system, a reflection of their colonial histories rather than their geography
or evolving self-perceptions.

Security and defence relationship

While a shared settler-colonial identity was a defining feature of early Australian-New
Zealand relations, military cooperation has been an enduring factor. That cooperation
was first forged during the New Zealand Wars (1845-1872) (Te Ara n.d.), the Anglo-
Boer War, and later as ANZACs on the battlefields of the First World War. This
cooperation was formalised in the 1944 Canberra Pact (the Australia—-New Zealand
Agreement), in which the two countries undertook to cooperate on international
matters in response to the Japanese advance through the Pacific during the Second
World War (Manata Taonga 2020). Their military alliance was then formalised in the
tripartite 1951 ANZUS treaty to ‘strengthen the fabric of peace in the Pacific Area’
(ANZUS Treaty 1952).

In the 1970s New Zealand politicians referred to the alliance as ‘the principal long-
term guarantor of our security’ and ‘the keystone of our collective defence policy’
(Jackson and Lamare 1988). However, in 1986 the ANZUS alliance collapsed
between the US and New Zealand, when the US withdrew its commitment to assist
New Zealand in the event of an attack. This followed the New Zealand Government’s
refusal to permit the USS Buchanan to dock at a New Zealand port as the US was
unable to confirm that the ship was ‘unambiguously nuclear-free’ (Catalinac 2010) -
a policy stance which was later enacted into the 1987 New Zealand Nuclear Free
Zone, Disarmament and Arms Control Act. Then US Secretary of Defense Caspar
Weinberger characterised the policy as ‘an attack on the alliance’ (Hensley 2003, 36).
When meeting shortly afterwards, Australia and the US re-affirmed their bilateral
ties and expressed disappointment that New Zealand’s policy had ‘caused the
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disruption of the alliance relationship between the United States and New Zealand’
(Templeton 2006, 621). However, the alliance between Australia and New Zealand
remained operational, albeit constrained in some aspects of intelligence sharing that
involved American-derived intelligence.

Both Australia and New Zealand are also members of the Five Power Defence
Arrangements (FPDA) alongside Malaysia, Singapore, and the UK. Although the
FPDA does not commit its members to provide military assistance to each other, they
do agree to consult in the event or threat of an armed attack. Alongside partners the
US, UK, and Canada, Australia and New Zealand are also members of the Five Eyes
(FVEY) intelligence-sharing arrangement, which evolved during the Cold War as a
mechanism for monitoring the Soviet Union and sharing classified intelligence. Often
wrongly mistaken for an alliance,” the FVEY arrangement does ‘emulate significant fea-
tures of how alliances operate in practice, including active burden-sharing and intra-alli-
ance bargaining’ (O’Neill 2017). This has created tensions between FVEY partners,
notably over the expansion of the remit to attempt to include coordination of their
China policies. For example, in 2021 New Zealand declined to join its four FVEY part-
ners in a joint statement condemning China’s human rights record and the treatment of
the Uyghur people in Xinjiang. At a joint press conference with then-Australian Foreign
Minister Marise Payne, then-New Zealand Foreign Minister Nanaia Mahuta expressed
the view that the remit of the FVEY is limited to ‘a security and intelligence framework’
(Wintour 2021).

After the collapse of the New Zealand-US alliance, Australia and New Zealand for-
mally set out the parameters of their bilateral defence relationship in the 1991 Closer
Defence Relations (CDR) Agreement. Defence engagement was later enhanced by the
2011 Review of the Australia-New Zealand Defence Relationship and the 2018 Joint
Statement on Closer Defence Relations. In April 2023 the Australian and New Zealand
armies announced Plan ANZAC, a bilateral agreement ‘designed to increase capacity
to operate together’ (Department of Defence 2023). This agreement reflected the
almost continuous pattern of cooperation between the two countries’ defence forces
over the last three decades, including in Timor-Leste, Bougainville, Tonga, and
Solomon Islands. Indeed, the everyday interactions between Australia and New
Zealand defence personnel through operations, exercises, and training are frequently
cited by officials from both countries as key to their defence relationship.” The two
countries share military doctrine and have embedded personnel in each other’s Head-
quarters Joint Operation Command. This depth of engagement provides insights into
- and, to some degree, influence over - each other’s defence decision-making.

Economic relationship

Economic integration has been cultivated by the 1983 Australia-New Zealand Closer
Economic Relations (CER) Trade Agreement, which established substantially free
trade and harmonises many trade and investment-related standards. Since it was estab-
lished, there have been annual CER trade ministers’ meetings, 80 instruments have been
built up around the CER agreement, and Australia and New Zealand are now deepening
economic links via the Single Economic Market agenda. The closeness of the two
countries’ economic relationship was described by one New Zealand official as ‘like no
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other’,* with the impact of Australian trade and investment identified as critical to New
Zealand’s small and medium enterprises. Indeed, while China took NZ$20.4 billion of
New Zealand exports in the year ending in June 2024, Australia was close behind,
taking NZ$15.36 billion in the same year (Stats NZ n.d.). And New Zealand is Australia’s
eighth largest export market, taking A$19.02 billion in 2023 (Department of Foreign
Affairs and Trade n.d.-b). As New Zealand Prime Minister Chris Luxon mused during
a speech in Sydney in August 2024, ‘New Zealand adds an economy the size of
Western Australia’ (Luxon 2024). However, Australia’s strict biosecurity laws were ident-
ified as a major barrier to New Zealand’s trade, particularly relating to apples, and charac-
terised as constituting ‘non-tariff barriers’.”

Political relationship

Australia and New Zealand exchanged diplomatic representatives in 1943, and govern-
ment ministers, including prime ministers, and officials have met regularly for decades.
Between 1992 and 2020 New Zealand representatives attended the Council of Austra-
lian Governments (COAG), the primary forum for consultations between the Austra-
lian prime minister, state premiers, territory chief ministers, and the president of the
Australian Local Government Association (Banfield and Church n.d.). After COAG
was replaced in 2020 by the National Cabinet during the COVID-19 pandemic, New
Zealand was excluded. While a review of the National Cabinet mechanism rec-
ommended that New Zealand should continue to be involved in relevant meetings
of associated bodies, this did not include the high-level National Cabinet meetings
(Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet 2020). Reflecting Australia’s recognition
that it was ‘important that New Zealand still has an opportunity to engage on trans-
Tasman issues’ (Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet 2020, 15), there has
been an effort to formalise the relationship via the first Australia-New Zealand
Climate and Finance Ministers’ meeting in June 2023 (Chalmers et al. 2023) and the
first Australia-New Zealand Foreign and Defence Ministerial Consultations
(ANZMIN) in February 2024 (Marles et al. 2024). Both meetings were notable, as
while Australia has 2 +2 meetings with several other partner countries, New Zealand
does not.

While the above steps indicate a recent move to formalise the Australia-New Zealand
relationship at the political level, the alliance is not formally institutionalised. The
ANZUS Council that the three allies committed to establish in Article VII of
the ANZUS Treaty met for the first time in 1952, but was replaced by the AUSMIN
(Australia-United States Ministerial Consultations) after the collapse of the alliance
between New Zealand and the US. A New Zealand official argued that institutionalisation
is unnecessary because the relationship consists of an unspoken architecture across the
many pillars of cooperation and integration. In contrast, an Australian official argued
that developing more ‘scaffolding or architecture’ would be helpful for ‘new conversa-
tions about shared strategic goals’, including to bring ‘disparate discussions of interoper-
ability together’. Indeed, to deepen the political relationship, Australian Prime Minister
Anthony Albanese and then New Zealand Prime Minister Chris Hipkins launched the
Trans-Tasman Roadmap to 2035 at their 2023 leaders meeting, with the aim of harnes-
sing ‘all elements of our respective nations’ statecraft to advance our interests’ (Trans-
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Tasman Roadmap to 2035, 2023). The roadmap identified advancing the trade and econ-
omic relationship; collaboration across science, technology, and research; and deepening
the relationship across security, law enforcement, disaster response, and intelligence
agencies (Trans-Tasman Roadmap to 2035, 2023). However, a preference for informality
in New Zealand may in part be due to concerns over the demands that a formalised archi-
tecture could place on its already constrained system.

Underpinning the high-level political relationship sits a broad and deep bureaucratic
relationship, which reflects the depth of the diplomatic, defence, economic, policing, and
people-to-people links. For example, secondees from New Zealand’s Ministry of Foreign
Affairs and Trade (MFAT) are regularly placed in DFAT. While secondments from Aus-
tralia have ceased, the Australian First Secretary in Wellington spends their first year on
secondment in MFAT. Policing cooperation between the two countries is longstanding,
with the New Zealand Commissioner of Police invited to many meetings in Australia,’
and in the Pacific Islands region, as discussed below. Beyond government, many pro-
fessional bodies - such as those relating to medicine and healthcare, food standards,
or accounting — also operate between the two countries, which facilitates shared regulat-
ory frameworks.

People-to-people links

Beyond everyday interactions at the bureaucratic level, people-to-people links between
the two countries at all levels of society are strong. These links are facilitated by the
Trans-Tasman Travel Arrangements, which allow Australians and New Zealanders to
live and work in either country without restriction. 586,020 New Zealand-born people
now live in Australia (Department of Home Affairs n.d.) (within a population of 26
million), while approximately 70,000 Australian-born people live in New Zealand
(Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade n.d.-a) (within a population of 4,993,923)
(Stats NZ 2023). When Hipkins visited Australia in April 2023 to mark the 50™ anniver-
sary of the Trans-Tasman Travel Arrangements, Albanese announced changes to make it
easier for New Zealanders living in Australia to claim citizenship (McHugh 2023). Com-
pounding this integration is the parallel development of common norms and values in
both countries, particularly the influence of ‘shared democratic identities’ (Wallis and
Powles 2021; Williams and Neumann 2000).

However, the size of the New Zealand diaspora in Australia has also been a source
of tension, particularly because of section 501 of the Australian Migration Act. Section
501 was amended in December 2014 to expand the circumstances in which the Aus-
tralian Government could cancel or refuse visas on ‘character grounds’, that is, follow-
ing criminal convictions or because of factors such as ‘undesirable’ social associations.
Reflecting the size of the diaspora, New Zealand citizens became the largest group of
deportees, and people were deported who had lived in Australia since they were chil-
dren and who had little or no connection with New Zealand. This generated consider-
able tension, with former New Zealand Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern accusing
Australia of ‘testing’ the friendship by deporting ‘your people and your problems’
who were not ‘genuine Kiwis™ using ‘unfair’ policies (Remeikis 2020). After discussions
with Ardern, in July 2022 the new Australian Labor government agreed to adopt a
‘commonsense approach’ to 501 deportations that would require greater consideration
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of the time a person had spent in Australia (Tibshraeny and Neilson 2022). This was
cited by several New Zealand officials as signalling a ‘major shift’ in the two countries’
relationship. However, in June 2024, facing domestic pressure about immigration, the
Australian Government shifted the focus of decision-making to ‘the safety of the Aus-
tralian community’ and reduced consideration of connections to Australia (Crowley
and Lowrey 2024).

Despite the controversy over 501 deportations, public opinion in Australia towards
New Zealand is very favourable. For example, the annual Lowy Institute Poll uses its
‘feelings thermometer’ to measure Australian respondents’ ‘warmth’ towards other
countries. In 2024 New Zealand topped the list, with a score of 84 degrees (with 100
degrees indicating a ‘very warm, favourable feeling’) (Neelam 2024). The poll authors
noted that New Zealand had topped the feelings thermometer ‘every year it has been
included’ (Neelam 2024). Notably, apart from a question relating to influence in the
Pacific Islands region (Neelam 2024), New Zealand was not covered by any other ques-
tions in the 2024 Lowy poll - perhaps indicating that New Zealand was either deemed
unimportant in comparison to other countries with which Australia has relations, or
that Australians’ views of New Zealand are sufficiently uniformly positive that there
is little need to survey them. Similarly, Australia has consistently ranked highest in
the annual Asia New Zealand Foundation Perceptions Survey. In the latest poll, 82%
of respondents agreed Australia was important to New Zealand’s future compared
with Asia (72%) and North America (56%) (Asia New Zealand Foundation 2024).
About 88% of respondents considered Australia to be friendly towards New Zealand
(Asia New Zealand Foundation 2024) and, notably, 71% trusted Australia to act in a
‘responsible manner’, which was considerably higher than their trust in the US (40%)
(Asia New Zealand Foundation 2024, 24). There are key differences, however. The
Pacific Cooperation Foundation Perceptions Survey found, for example, less trust in
Australia’s involvement in the Pacific due to the treatment of First Nations peoples
(Pacific Cooperation Foundation 2022, 32).

The settler-colonial identities of the two countries remain a defining feature of their
relationship. Relations between Maori and First Nations Australians have been docu-
mented across literature, art, and culture, as well as cooperative activism and solidarity
to address the ongoing impact of colonial rule, such as land removal and disproportion-
ate incarceration and suicide rates (Sezzo 2021). As settler-colonial scholars, we acknowl-
edge the gap in our understanding of how Maori and First Nations Australians perceive
the alliance and of the various ways in which they have been co-opted into it (such as
through service in the two defence forces (Caso 2022)) and recognise that this is an
important area for future research.

Different nightmares: tensions in the Australia-New Zealand alliance

While Australia and New Zealand’s relationship is seemingly ‘natural” and their alliance
intuitive, there are differences between the two allies that, at times, generate tensions. The
most important is their different scales and, consequently, self-perceptions. Population is
the most obvious difference in scale: Australia has a population of 26 million, while
New Zealand has one of almost 5 million. Their economies are also of very different
scales: Australia’s GDP was US$1.573 trillion (World Economics n.d.-a) and New
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Zealand’s US$257 billion (World Economics n.d.-b) at the end of 2023. There are
84,865 people in the Australian Defence Force, (Australian Bureau of Statistics 2022)
and 15,201 in the New Zealand Defence Force (To Ope Katua O Aotearoa Defence
Force n.d.). These differences in scale have consequences for how the two countries
perceive themselves: New Zealand sees itself as a ‘principled’, ‘independent’, ‘small
state’ (Ayson 2018b), while Australia ‘dreams of being a middle power’ and articulates
an ambitious role for itself on the regional and international stage (Cotton and Raven-
hill 2012; Ungerer 2007; Widmaier 2019). The practical consequences of these differ-
ences in scale are well illustrated by comparing cooperation in the Pacific Islands
region. For example, the Solomon Islands International Assistance Force (SIAF),
which was stood up at the request of the Solomon Islands Government during the
Honiara riots in November 2021, and subsequently provided security for the 2023
Pacific Games and the 2024 joint national and provincial elections, was largely com-
prised of Australian defence and policing personnel. Australia sent 150 police to
assist with security for the 2023 Pacific Games, while New Zealand sent 12 (Papua
New Guinea sent 108 police and Fiji sent military personnel). These differences in
scale also influence how the two countries work together. Officials noted that the com-
paratively small size of MFAT (1800 people) can make it easier for Australians to get to
know their New Zealand counterparts. In contrast, the much larger DFAT (over 6000
people) can be harder to navigate for New Zealanders, particularly as they often have
multiple counterparts.

Geography also influences how Australia and New Zealand perceive themselves. Aus-
tralia occupies a landmass of 7.688 million km? and has four frontiers: the Pacific Islands
region, Southeast Asia, the Indian Ocean, and the Southern Ocean/Antarctica (Strating
and Wallis 2024). In contrast, New Zealand occupies a landmass of 268,021 km?* and has
only two frontiers: the Pacific Islands region and the Southern Ocean/Antarctica.”
Geography also influences demography. Approximately 337,000 people of Pacific heri-
tage live in Australia, constituting 1.3% of the population (Liu and Howes 2023). In con-
trast, 442,632 Pasifika (New Zealanders of Pacific descent) people live in New Zealand
(Stats NZ 2023), constituting almost 9% of the population, which is the fourth largest
ethnic group. These differences have consequences for domestic politics and for
foreign and defence policy. For example, an increasing number of Pasifika diplomats
promote Pacific issues, speak Pacific languages, and instil New Zealand’s Pacific identity
in its foreign policy. New Zealand’s Pasifika population are also reshaping the domestic
political landscape - in the Ardern Labour-government, the Labour Pacific Caucus (com-
prising ministers of Pacific descent) made up 10% of the Cabinet. In the successor
Hipkins Labour Government, Samoan-Tongan New Zealander Carmel Sepuloni was
the first Pasifika Deputy Prime Minister.

Strategic interests

These differing self-perceptions influence how Australia and New Zealand understand
and articulate their strategic interests, which highlights how threat perceptions can
evolve during longstanding alliances (Cohen 2023; Rapport 2020). Since 2013, Australia’s
foreign and defence policy has crystallised around the concept of the ‘Indo-Pacific’, which
identifies Australia’s zone of strategic interest as ‘connecting the Indian and Pacific Oceans
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through Southeast Asia’ (Department of Defence 2013, 7). The Australian Government has
become increasingly explicit in its concern about strategic competition. For example, while
the 2017 Foreign Policy White Paper cautiously observed that: ‘China is challenging Amer-
ica’s position” and that ‘the stability of the Indo-Pacific region ... cannot be assumed’
(Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade 2017, 1), the 2020 Defence Strategic Update
declared that ‘major power competition has intensified and the project of high-intensity
conflict in the Indo-Pacific, while still unlikely, is less remote than in the past’ (Department
of Defence 2020, 5). In its 2024 National Defence Strategy, the Australian Government
expressed concern that ‘Australia’s strategic environment has continued to deteriorate’,
characterised by ‘the uncertainty and tensions of entrenched and increasing strategic com-
petition between the US and China’ (Department of Defence 2024, 11).

New Zealand has typically been more cautious when articulating its threat perception
because, largely due to its geographic remoteness, it has had more latitude to balance
security and economic concerns by ‘coolly calculating which of our relationships will
best add to our national stock of safety and prosperity’ (Barrington 2019, 3-4). Conse-
quently, New Zealand was initially reluctant to adopt the Indo-Pacific concept
(Wallace 2021), and when it later did so, it echoed Southeast Asian approaches that
emphasise inclusivity and multilateralism (Capie 2021; King 2018). However, New
Zealand has gradually become explicit about its strategic concerns. For example, the
2018 Strategic and Defence Policy Statement identified, for the first time, that strategic
competition intersecting with other challenges such as climate change ‘will disrupt
New Zealand’s neighbourhood in ways not previously seen’ (Ministry of Defence
2018, 17). This was developed further in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade’s Stra-
tegic Intentions 2021-2025, which argued that ‘geostrategic competition has sharpened
... including in our neighbourhood - the Pacific - and our region - the Indo-Pacific.
This competition is squeezing our strategic space and putting pressure on the insti-
tutions, rules and norms that reflect our nation’s interests and values’ (New Zealand
Foreign Affairs and Trade Manatu Aorere 2021, 10). In 2023, the Labour government
released a set of national security, defence, foreign policy, and intelligence documents
that named China as a major threat to the peace and stability of the Indo-Pacific as
well as to domestic security (Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade 2023; New Zealand
Government 2023; Ministry of Defence 2023; New Zealand Security Intelligence
Service 2023). This approach has been continued by the National-led government
elected in November 2023, which has abandoned quiet diplomacy over, for example,
China’s espionage activities in New Zealand (Sevastopulo 2024). The 2024 ANZMIN
statement also signalled a willingness by New Zealand to move closer to Australia on
foreign affairs and defence issues, with the leaders committing their countries to ‘deepen-
ing their cooperation on security challenges, to sharing information and best practice,
and building collective resilience’ (Marles et al. 2024).

But while Australia feels strategically insecure, it is relatively economically secure. The
impact of attempted economic coercion by China between 2020 and late 2023 (McDo-
nagh 2024; McGregor 2022) was limited to specific sectors (wine, wheat, and beef) and
the exports affected amounted to only about 1% of its GDP (Rajah 2023). Australia
also successfully began to diversify its trade from China to other markets (Cha 2023).
While New Zealand’s geography means that it has typically felt strategically secure -
as Rob Laurs has commented, New Zealand ‘won a geographic lottery’ (Laurs 2024) as
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‘we’re located right next door to our best mate — and occasional buffer against the wider
world’s issues’ - its small, trade-dependent economy means that it feels economically
insecure. China is an especially important economic partner to New Zealand - as
noted above, out of New Zealand’s NZ$98.22 billion of exports in the year ending
June 2024, China took more than a fifth (NZ$20.4 billion) of them (Stats NZ n.d.).
New Zealand is acutely aware that China can buy dairy products from other competitors.
As China’s ambassador reminded New Zealand in 2022: ‘An economic relationship in
which China buys nearly a third of the country’s exports shouldn’t be taken for
granted’ (Wright 2022).

This meant that, when Australia was subject to economic coercion attempts by China,
New Zealand was reluctant to publicly comment (although Mahuta did refer to economic
coercion in her inaugural foreign policy speech in 2021) (Mahuta 2021). However, New
Zealand did sign, alongside Australia, the US, the UK, Canada, and Japan, a declaration
condemning the use of trade-related economic coercion and non-market-oriented pol-
icies and practices in 2023 (Governments of Australia et al. 2023).

Therefore, contra the assumption in much of the alliance literature that a junior ally
will defer to their great power ally when there are differences in threat perception (Von
Hlatky 2013), in alliances between middle powers and smaller states junior allies, even
ones that view their ally as a ‘major power’, have more latitude to adopt different strategic
perceptions (Cohen 2023) - or, in the case of Australia and New Zealand, a different tone.
Much of the literature also assumes that the allies will terminate their relationship if
agreement about relevant threats is not possible (Moller 2022). However, the intuitive
nature of the Australia-New Zealand alliance means that they continue to cooperate
closely without absolute agreement about their identified strategic interests — or rather,
differing strategies to manage interests and threats.

Perceptions of their alliance obligations

The ANZUS treaty is notoriously vague in the obligations that it imposes on the three
allies. Article III requires the parties only to ‘consult together whenever in the opinion
of any of them the territorial integrity, political independence or security of any of the
Parties is threatened in the Pacific’. Article IV states that ‘Each Party recognises that
an armed attack in the Pacific Area on any of the Parties would be dangerous to its
own peace and safety and declares that it would act to meet the common danger in
accordance with its constitutional processes’. And, as the US has withdrawn (although
not formally abrogated) its guarantee to New Zealand, both articles only apply to Aus-
tralia’s bilateral alliances with its ANZUS allies.

Yet while ANZUS remains an operative treaty, we found that many New Zealand
officials and experts were reluctant to refer to the relationship with Australia as an ‘alli-
ance’. Indeed, when the term ANZUS was used in the 2016 Defence White Paper, then
New Zealand National Party Prime Minister John Key responded that: ‘the defence
arrangement we had ... with Australia and the United States. It’s called ANZUS. And
New Zealand suspended its role in ANZUS ... So we now run an independent foreign
policy’ (Key 2016). Key’s comment illustrates a point made by Robert Ayson: New
Zealand has tended ‘to see ANZUS through the prism of the US relationship, obscuring
its application to trans-Tasman defence relations’ and to instead see the 1991 CDR
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agreement as explaining ‘New Zealand’s formal alliance obligations to Australia’ (Ayson
2023, 238). However, the current National-led Government appears determined to
return ANZUS to the centre of New Zealand’s relationship with Australia, with the
2024 ANZMIN joint statement recognising the ‘enduring nature of the ANZUS
Treaty, which continues to underpin the strategic relationship between the two countries,
72 years after it was signed, and formalises the commitments we have to each other as
allies’ (Marles et al. 2024). Yet this perception is not universally shared; in response to
the ANZMIN former New Zealand Labour Prime Minister Helen Clark and former
National opposition leader Don Brash jointly published an opinion piece which
argued that New Zealand had ‘departed’ from the ANZUS alliance (Clarke and Brash
2024). This unusual bipartisan collaboration highlights that, while recent work on alli-
ances has argued that foreign and strategic policy is influenced by partisan differences,
particularly in the US (Rathbun 2004), Australia (with reference to the US alliance)
(Cohen 2020), and South Korea, (Moller 2022, 119) it is difficult to make generalisations
about partisan differences in New Zealand about its alliance with Australia.

While the current New Zealand government is more willing to speak publicly about
the ANZUS treaty, the two neighbours understand its implications differently. Indeed,
one Australian official argued that, while Australia sees its alliances with New Zealand
and the US as an ‘insurance policy and way to extend strategic reach’, New Zealand
instead sees its alliance with Australia as imposing ‘burdens, bindings, and constraints
on action’. This reflects the logic of the alliance security dilemma (Snyder 1997, 171),
which argues that allies face two fears: of entrapment, that is, of being dragged by an
ally into a conflict in which a state does not share, or only partially shares, an interest
with that ally; or of abandonment, that is, that an ally will either withdraw from an alli-
ance or desert the state in its hour of need (Snyder 1984, 467). Typically, it has been
assumed that the great power ally faces the fear of entrapment and junior ally(ies) experi-
ence the fear of abandonment. However, Moller has recently argued that ‘under a heigh-
tened environment junior allies are susceptible to entrapment fears as well’ (Moller 2022,
122), which reflects New Zealand’s attitude to Australia. Moller argues that junior allies
have two intra-alliance bargaining options: ‘secure additional military capabilities from
its patron; or pursue greater autonomy within the alliance’, that is, ‘to loosen (but not
untie) the binds of dependence linking it to the patron’ (Moller 2022, 123). Moller
argues that this ‘leash loosening’ is done with the goal of gaining ‘additional oversight
and control over the management of the alliance and thereby rectify the internal disparity
in decision-making’ (Moller 2022, 123), to ‘enhance autonomy and independence of
action for the junior ally’ (Moller 2022, 124).

Much of New Zealand’s concern relating to entrapment arises from Australia’s alli-
ance with the US. As noted, Australia has moved to considerably enhance its defence
relationship with the US (and the UK) under the AUKUS security partnership, which
exemplifies the US’s move towards a shared policy of ‘integrated deterrence’ that aims
to deter aggression by using all tools of statecraft in cooperation with allies and partners
(Vergun 2022). This has generated robust debate about when New Zealand may be
entrapped into supporting Australia in the event of conflict in the broader Indo-
Pacific, and whether New Zealand should participate in AUKUS pillar II (Department
of the Prime Minister and Cabinet 2024), which could give it access to valuable
defence technology (Downes, this issue), but which could deepen its risk of entrapment.
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One New Zealand expert observed that there has been a shift in the New Zealand Gov-
ernment’s statements about its ‘obligations’ to Australia. For example, the 2010 Defence
White Paper stated that in the event of a direct threat to Australia, it is ‘likely that New
Zealand would consider the possible use of military force’ (Ministry of Defence 2010, 16).
In contrast, the 2016 Defence White Paper stated that: “While a direct armed attack on
Australia is unlikely in the foreseeable future, should it be subject to such an attack,
New Zealand would respond immediately’ (Ministry of Defence 2016, 32).

In 2023 Robert Ayson analysed three scenarios that would test Zealand’s alliance obli-
gations to assist Australia that accorded with the government’s 2016 position. Ayson con-
cluded that if Australia was attacked, New Zealand would almost definitely respond, and
indeed would be formally required to do so under the ANZUS treaty (Ayson 2023).
Ayson also concluded that New Zealand would likely respond if Australian forces
were attacked in the Pacific Islands region, given that it is identified as a region of
shared concern in both the Canberra Pact and ANZUS treaty, and because of the two
countries’ shared interests in the region and habits of cooperation there. However, he
was more sceptical about whether New Zealand would respond if Australian forces
were attacked further afield, such as maritime East Asia, given that this region falls
outside the geographic scope of the formal alliance and is one in which New Zealand
is less directly engaged (and, indeed, is less capable of being engaged) (Ayson 2023).
Missing from Ayson’s latter scenario was the possibility that Australia’s involvement
in an East Asian conflict may lead to attacks against Australia itself, which would then
trigger New Zealand’s obligations under the ANZUS treaty. New Zealand’s reliability
as an ally would then come into serious question if it did not respond (Henry 2020).

In New Zealand those who oppose involvement in AUKUS pillar II emphasise the
long-standing notion of an independent foreign policy - or ‘independence of thought’
(Mapp 2016). This is closely interwoven with New Zealand’s anti-nuclear stance,
which is rooted in the activism of the 1960s and is enshrined in both domestic legislation
and international treaties, including the 1986 South Pacific Nuclear Free Zone Treaty
(known as the Rarotonga Treaty) and the 2017 Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear
Weapons. New Zealand’s anti-nuclearism is considered ‘one of the most sustained
examples of the independence with which New Zealand has crafted much of its
foreign policy’ (Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade n.d.). Consecutive prime ministers
have connected nuclear-free status with New Zealand’s independent foreign policy
(Mapp 2016). This link has been reiterated in the context of national debates over
whether New Zealand should join AUKUS pillar II, with suggestions that doing so
would compromise New Zealand’s anti-nuclear credibility and undermine New Zeal-
and’s independent foreign policy (de Jong and Rata 2023; Fish 2023). In response to
Luxon’s statement that New Zealand was ‘very open’ to participating in pillar II, Clark
and Brash suggested that Luxon has ‘abandoned New Zealand’s independent foreign
policy’ and oriented New Zealand towards being a ‘full-fledged military ally of the
United States” with the implication that New Zealand will increasingly be dragged into
US-China competition, including militarily in the South China Sea (Clark 2024).
Much of this criticism stems from the belief that China does not pose a significant
threat to New Zealand, which reflects the perception of a benign strategic environment
that dominated New Zealand’s strategic assessments prior to 2018. Relatedly, some
opponents are also concerned that Pacific leaders may not distinguish between New
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Zealand’s involvement in pillar IT of AUKUS, and pillar I, Australia’s development of
nuclear-powered submarines, which may undermine New Zealand’s relationships in
the region (de Jong, this issue). Other opponents, such as Robert Patman, argue that
AUKUS is not the answer to the multiple threats facing the multilateral system.
Patman instead suggests instead that New Zealand should end decades of under-invest-
ment in defence by raising defence expenditure to at least 1.7% of GDP and focus on bol-
stering defence ties with Australia (Patman 2024).

Those that support New Zealand joining AUKUS pillar II argue that doing so is in
New Zealand’s national interest. Nicholas Khoo argues that it would represent a ‘valuable
contribution to New Zealand’s security, the ANZAC alliance and regional security’ and
that it is an opportunity to rigorously define what New Zealand’s independent foreign
policy actually means based on, as Ayson also argues, a consideration of costs,
benefits, and responsibilities (Khoo 2024). Reuben Steft argues that, in addition to pre-
venting New Zealand’s broader strategic, security, and intelligence ties with Australia
and the AUKUS partners from atrophying, there are practical benefits for joining
pillar II, including the opportunity to deepen Australia—New Zealand relations by estab-
lishing a collaborative framework on high-technologies (Steff 2023).

The debate about AUKUS pillar II exemplifies longstanding debates about the differ-
ence in defence spending between the two countries, which has generated a growing gap
in defence capability, particularly in critical areas, including technology, equipment
sophistication, and capacity (Wallis and Powles 2018). New Zealand is regularly criticised
in Australia (and, at times, at home) (Moremon 2023) for its perceived underinvestment
in defence capability (Cavanaugh 2020) and for free-riding on Australia (and, in turn, on
Australia’s alliance with the US), spending far less on defence than it would need to
without the alliance (Wallis and Powles 2021). This reflects that burden-sharing is a fre-
quent topic of bargaining between allies (Snyder 1997), and much scholarship has con-
cluded that junior allies are commonly suspected of free-riding on their dominant ally
(Olson and Zeckhaser 1966; Gates and Terasawa 1992). It has been argued that dominant
allies will accept some free-riding because their junior allies’ contributions are neverthe-
less valuable, although some scholars warn that the perception of free-riding may under-
mine a dominant ally’s willingness to come to their aid unless their treaty guarantees that
assistance (Thomas and Neumeyer 2015). Questions about the reliability of a junior ally
are also said to limit its ability to ‘dictate terms that increase the reliability of the alliance’
(Mattes 2012). These concerns are not relevant to the Australia-New Zealand alliance,
given that it has become so intuitive that its costs are taken-for-granted (Beeson 2015;
Walt 1997).

New Zealand recognised that the gap in defence spending had reduced interoperabil-
ity between the two countries’ defence forces, and in its 2019 Defence Capability Plan
stated that the New Zealand Defence Force ‘must be able to operate effectively with
New Zealand’s key security partners, in particular with our ally Australia’ (New
Zealand Ministry of Defence 2019, 19). In anticipation, New Zealand had purchased
four Boeing P-8A Poseidon maritime patrol aircraft from the US in 2018. Plan
ANZAC is also intended to ‘maximis[e] interoperability, progressing to interchangeabil-
ity’ (Australian and New Zealand Armies 2023). More recently there has been a shift to
deepen the defence relationship from interoperability to integration; the 2024 ANZMIN
joint statement committed the two allies ‘to increasing integration between our military
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forces, including through common capability, exchanges of senior military officers and
increased participation in warfighting exercises’ (Marles et al. 2024). In his comments
at the ANZMIN press conference, Marles emphasised the goal of ‘interchangeability
between our two defence forces’ (Marles 2024), while New Zealand defence minister
Judith Collins spoke about an ‘ANZAC model’ of shared defence procurement
(Collins 2024). There is now discussion of whether the joint acquisition of ANZAC fri-
gates (eight by Australia and two by New Zealand) in the 1990s could act as a model for
replacement frigates.

Discussions of joint acquisition raise questions about how New Zealand understands
the purpose of its defence acquisition. Reflecting the shift to integration, New Zealand is
increasingly choosing to invest in defence capability that complements and augments
Australian capability, with Foreign Minister Winston Peters noting that New Zealand
and Australia want to ‘work more synergistically’, with New Zealand contributions
able to contribute to a multiplier effect.® While one New Zealand academic argued
that this approach reflects a deliberate policy of attempting to make the New Zealand
Defence Force useful to its partners as a ‘tool of New Zealand influence’, another
expressed concern that this might have encouraged New Zealand to buy military equip-
ment that suits Australia’s needs, rather than New Zealand’s.

Shared dreams?

While most of the scholarly literature on alliance burden-sharing primarily compares
military spending (Mancur and Zeckhauser 1966; Sandler and Forbes 1980), in a
world in which security challenges are more complex and diffuse, and traditional military
threats are intertwined with, or at least influenced by, non-traditional security challenges,
‘it is time to rethink what constitutes a contribution within an alliance, and particularly to
think more attentively about the non-military or even non-material ‘side payments’
(Snyder 1997, 44) that allies can make’ (Wallis and Powles 2021, 1054). When analysing
the Australia-New Zealand alliance, this dynamic is most evident with respect to their
activities in the Pacific Islands, the region in which both are most active, cooperate
most extensively, and share similar policies, or ‘dreams’ (Wallis and Powles 2023).
Both Australia and New Zealand have long recognised the Pacific Islands region’s stra-
tegic importance, as the islands lie across vital air and sea approaches, with the Japanese
advance through the Pacific during the Second World War continuing to haunt Austra-
lian defence planning. The ANZUS Treaty identified the ‘Pacific Area’ as one of shared
concern in which Australia, New Zealand, and the US would respond to ‘common
danger’ (article IV). Cooperation in the region is a core principle of the defence relation-
ship, evident in the provision of governance and policing assistance, humanitarian and
disaster relief, and maritime surveillance. The two countries have therefore cooperated
to undertake direct interventions, beginning with support for the 1997-2005 Bougain-
ville peace process, followed by the 2003-2013 multinational Regional Assistance
Mission to Solomon Islands (RAMSI), the 2021 deployment under the Australia—
Solomon Islands bilateral security treaty, as well as their ongoing cooperation in response
to humanitarian and natural disasters. Since 1992 they have also cooperated with France
to provide humanitarian and disaster relief under the France, Australia and New Zealand
(FRANZ) Arrangement. They also cooperate with the US and France in the Quadrilateral
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Defence Coordination Group (the ‘Pacific Quad’), to ‘promote security and stability
through multilateral activities’ including: regional surveillance operations on illegal,
unreported and unregulated fishing; supporting the work of the Forum Fisheries
Agency; transnational crime maritime interdictions; and coordinating maritime security
assistance and humanitarian assistance (Ministry of Defence 2019, 20). Australia and
New Zealand also participate in the South Pacific Defence Ministers’ Meeting
(SPDMM) which is increasingly being positioned as the premier ministerial dialogue
to discuss defence and security cooperation in the Pacific. Reflecting the depth of their
cooperation, during preparation of the DSR Australian officials met with their counter-
parts from New Zealand to discuss the two countries’ cooperation, particularly in the
Pacific Islands region. This reflected the focus in the DSR on the Pacific as Australia’s
strategic ‘anchor point’, and the DSR’s redefinition of Australia’s strategic geography
to focus on the importance of the maritime domain to Australia.” Everyday cooperation
between defence and diplomatic officials is strong, with the two countries briefing each
other before engaging in activities in the region, including announcements and policy
initiatives.

As noted above, differences in scale influence how Australia and New Zealand
cooperate in the Pacific Islands region. For example, New Zealand took the lead in facil-
itating the Bougainville peace process. But because it lacked the capacity (and, over time,
the political commitment due to leadership changes in New Zealand) to continue support-
ing the deployment of truce (later peace) monitoring teams, ultimately Australia funded
and provided most of the personnel and logistics for the truce and peace monitoring mis-
sions. Similarly, Australia provided most of the personnel, funding, and logistics for the
Regional Assistance Mission to Solomon Islands; the Combined Joint Task Force that
initially deployed consisted of 1379 military personnel from Australia, but only 240
from New Zealand (as well as 121 from Fiji, 83 from PNG, and 35 from Tonga). While
New Zealand’s comparatively smaller commitment was partly due to its preference for
a less muscular approach, it also reflected the gap in relative capabilities between the
two countries. Similarly, although New Zealand works alongside Australia in the provision
of humanitarian and disaster relief in the region, Australia provides the bulk of support,
facilitated over the last decade by its acquisition of massive landing helicopter dock ships.

Yet, as we have argued elsewhere, evaluating only the material contributions of per-
sonnel and defence capability the two countries make in the Pacific Islands region over-
looks the valuable soft-power contributions of New Zealand (Wallis and Powles 2021).
The Bougainville peace process demonstrated the value of New Zealand taking the
lead during the early stages, hosting early peace talks and leading the initial truce moni-
toring mission, which was important given Australia’s colonial legacy in Papua New
Guinea. The provision of external support to facilitate the initial peace process, and
indeed Australia’s involvement in it, might not have been possible without New
Zealand taking the lead and, critically, incorporating Tikanga Maori (Maori customary
practices) in both the initial peace talks and the Truce Monitoring Group. This suggests
that measuring free-riding based only, or even primarily, on material contributions does
not adequately capture the other ways New Zealand contributes to sharing the alliance
burden, such as through its ‘soft power’, that is, its persuasive tools such as cultural, insti-
tutional, and other ‘intangible’ mechanisms (Nye 2004, 26). This suggests that, while
junior allies such as New Zealand ‘may be perceived to free-ride in terms of the
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conventional military burdens of an alliance, they may contribute to the overall security
of alliance members in non-traditional ways’ (Wallis and Powles 2021, 1054). This is par-
ticularly the case as alliances expand their focus beyond conventional military threats to
‘non-traditional security hazards’ (Cruz De Castro 2006, 106). Indeed, Australian officials
observed that cooperating with New Zealand in the region gives Australia a greater
appreciation of what New Zealand has to offer, as it brings a different perspective, a
different social licence, and its Pasifika identity.

However, New Zealand’s soft power contribution is tempered by its smaller scale.
Reflecting geography, demography, and history, New Zealand’s largest diplomatic foot-
print is in Polynesia, which raises questions about whether it pulls its weight elsewhere in
the region. For example, New Zealand has only a small high commission in Port
Moresby, despite Papua New Guinea - and Melanesia more broadly - being the
largest recipient of New Zealand aid. And New Zealand’s more limited defence capability
also means that it is unable to conduct major humanitarian and disaster relief operations
on its own. But New Zealand’s smaller scale can, at times, be beneficial, with one Austra-
lian official noting that New Zealand is able to engage in ‘effective bespoke tailoring’ of its
activities in the region, including by operating ‘smaller and slower’. This highlights that
Australia’s larger scale is not necessarily always a benefit, particularly if it leads to percep-
tions that Australia is insufficiently sensitive to the particularities of local contexts.

Conclusion

Therefore, we argue that the apparent downgrading of the strategic significance of Aus-
tralia’s relationship with New Zealand to a partnership in the public summary of the DSR
demonstrates that the military alliance, bolstered by broad and deep defence, economic,
regulatory, and people-to-people integration, is so intuitive that it no longer necessitates
specific identification as an alliance commitment. The Australian and New Zealand gov-
ernments and citizenries take the relationship so much for granted that cooperation, inte-
gration, and indeed military support in the event of an armed attack on the other ally, is
assumed to be inevitable. While we have identified differences between the two countries’
perceptions of themselves, their strategic interests, and their alliance, they ultimately
share the same - stated — dreams: ‘a peaceful and secure world, where disputes are
settled through institutions, and where the sovereignty of all states — including those
in our region - is respected, and human rights are promoted and protected” (Marles
et al. 2024). However, we acknowledge that these dreams have not yet been seriously
tested, for example by conflict in East Asia. In such a scenario the allies might share
both dreams and nightmares, but whether they share an understanding of how to
respond might leave them unhappy bedfellows.

While Australia and New Zealand’s different nightmares are not serious enough to
undermine their shared dreams, their alliance needs ongoing maintenance. Several
New Zealand officials and experts identified the challenge that New Zealand is ‘not
always in the forefront of Australia’s thinking’ as it ‘doesn’t automatically have Australia’s
attention’. Some attributed this to New Zealand, at times, assuming that it does not have
to invest in alliance maintenance. This was accompanied by a sense that New Zealand has
to work hard to make the value that it brings to its relationship with Australia clear, with
contributions including ‘reliability, trust, family, closeness, most like-minded partner,
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shared values’.'” In many ways, this echoes the dynamics of Australia’s efforts to main-
tain its alliance with, and the attention of, the US. A related risk identified by our inter-
view participants was that the taken-for-granted nature of the alliance can, at times, mean
that the two allies do not invest enough in understanding fluctuations in each other’s
strategic thinking. For example, an Australian expert warned that New Zealand may
overestimate how much Australia will be able to do to protect it, as it may overestimate
Australia’s military power.

Another challenge to the Australia-New Zealand alliance is the proliferation of Aus-
tralia’s strategic partnerships. Over the last decade, Australia has entered into a range of
bilateral and minilateral strategic partnerships and arrangements, including the Quad
with the US, Japan and India, and AUKUS (Butcher 2024). This reflects Australia’s ten-
dency to reach out for relationships to bolster its sense of security, as compared to New
Zealand’s emphasis on independence. In this context, a New Zealand academic said that
the alliance is best characterised as one of ‘unity rather than uniformity’, according to
which New Zealand has cultivated a ‘unique and distinct stance” which has meant that
the alliance has not impeded its independent foreign policy. But there is the risk that
New Zealand’s emphasis on independence, and consequently its few comparable stra-
tegic partnerships, may mean that it is sidelined both in Australian strategic thinking
and from increasingly important minilateral cooperative mechanisms in the Indo-
Pacific. Recognition of this dynamic may explain why New Zealand has shown enthu-
siasm for the ‘IP4’, dialogue and cooperative partnership between Australia, New
Zealand, Japan, and South Korea, and NATO, including participating in the annual
NATO summits since 2022 (Capie 2024).

Yet none of the challenges we identify are fundamental to the endurance of the Aus-
tralia-New Zealand alliance, which, as we have argued, is now so intuitive and habitual
that it is unthinkable for leaders, officials, and citizens on both sides of the Tasman that
the two countries would not militarily support each other and not be deeply integrated.
While there are differences between Australia and New Zealand that can generate ten-
sions, the overall conclusion from all our research participants was that these differences
can often be a strength. An Australia expert observed that neither country benefits from
having an identical partner, but instead, both gain from their ‘nuances and differences in
policy approach’ and their complementary capabilities. This is illustrated by another
example from the Pacific Islands region. While the Australian Federal Police is much
larger and well-funded than the New Zealand Police, one New Zealand official observed
that the differences between the mandates and cultures of the two agencies can mean that
they can ‘play to each other’s strengths’, with New Zealand police experienced in com-
munity policing and often fluent in Pacific languages, while the Australian Federal
Police have the resources and ability to affect systemic changes. Therefore, while eye-
brows may have been raised in Wellington when the public summary of the DSR was
released, ultimately the Australia-New Zealand alliance remains strong, with their
cooperation constituting ‘more than the sum of its parts’.

Notes

1. This research was approved by the University of Adelaide Human Research Ethics Commit-
tee, approval number: 37755 H-2023. Given the politically sensitive nature of aspects of this
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