
© News Pty Limited. No redistribution is permitted. This content can only be copied and communicated with a copyright licence.

CLIVE WILLIAMS 

Russia may be 
paranoid but we 
are complacent
The world has been focused on the 
impressive Russian troop build-up 
on the borders of Ukraine, with up 
to 190,000 well-equipped combat-
ready personnel on standby to 
cross the border into the non-
rebel-held areas of Ukraine. 

When it comes to military 
capability, Russia punches well 
above its weight while Australia 
clearly doesn’t. 

 To compare the two countries 

from monetary, population and 
geography perspectives: 

Russia has a gross domestic 
product of $US1.5 trillion ($2 tril-
lion) and a population of 146 mil-
lion. Australia has a GDP of 
$US1.3 trillion and a population of 
26 million. 

Russia devotes 4.3 per cent of its 
GDP to defence. Australia devotes 
2.1 per cent. The defence budget of 
Russia is estimated to be about 

$US62bn while Australia’s is 
about $US32bn. The land area of 
Russia is 17.13 million square kilo-
metres while the land area of Aus-
tralia is 7.69 million square 
kilometres. 

Important differences between 
Russia and Australia are the sizes 
of populations and land areas, and 
the fact, despite having similar size 
GDPs, Russia is spending twice as 
much as Australia on defence. But 
let’s just compare what the two get 
for what they spend on defence. 

Russia has 1,014,000 active 
military personnel (of whom 
30 per cent are regulars; the rest 
are one-year conscripts) and two 
million reservists. Australia has 
just under 60,000 active personnel 
and fewer than 30,000 reservists. 

Russia has about 1765 deployed 
strategic nuclear warheads, and 

another 2700 non-deployed stra-
tegic and deployed and non-de-
ployed tactical nuclear warheads. 
Australia has no weapons system 
in this category. 

Russian ground forces have 
2850 tanks in active service with 

11,000 in reserve, and large num-
bers of armoured fighting vehicles. 
They also have considerable num-
bers of soft-skinned vehicles. If the 
results of the Dakar rally are any 
indication, their trucks are prob-
ably the best in the world. 

The Australian Army has 59 
M1A1 Abrams main battle tanks. 
The army believes the optimum 
fleet size is 90 tanks. There are also 
431 M113 armoured personnel car-
riers and 257 ASLAV armoured re-
connaissance vehicles, among 
smaller numbers of other armour-
ed vehicles. 

The Russian Navy has more 
than 300 ships and submarines, in-
cluding one aircraft carrier, two 
battlecruisers, three cruisers, 10 
destroyers, 11 frigates and 70 sub-
marines of various types. 

The RAN operates 45 ships and 
submarines. The navy’s main sur-
face combatants are three Hobart-
class destroyers and eight Anzac-
class frigates. The submarine force 
is six Collins-class submarines. 

The Russian Air Force has 
more than 4500 aircraft of various 

types. The RAAF has fewer than 
300 aircraft of various types. 

These are crude comparisons 
and of course our strategic circum-
stances are very different. Russia is 
a large nation, paranoid about po-
tential enemies. Its only militarily 
powerful ally is China, with which 
it has territorial differences. 

Australia is an island nation 
with no vulnerable land borders 

and few potential enemies. We are 
fortunate to be allied to the world’s 
pre-eminent military and econ-
omic power and part of the world’s 
premier intelligence sharing (Five-
Eyes) arrangement. These factors 
mean we can get away with spend-
ing a lot less on defence than a 
more vulnerable country such as 
Russia – so long as we can rely on 
the US to protect us. 

But even though Russia spends 
twice as much as Australia on de-
fence, it’s clear Russia gets many 
times more than double the bang 
for its defence buck. Why is that? 

Defence costs are generally 
lower for Russia. Moscow spends 
much less on military personnel 

because of conscription and lower 
wage levels. 

In the various military reforms 
of 2008-19, Russia reduced the 
number of officers above the rank 
of (army) captain by up to 75 per 
cent and increased the numbers of 
officers below that rank by up to 
30 per cent. The reforms were in-
tended to make the Russian mili-

tary less bureaucratic and more 
combat-capable than it was during 
the Soviet era. 

Australia’s defence wages bill is 
inflated by the large number of 
highly paid non-combatant senior 
military and civilian personnel. 
We have more than 10 times as 

many senior military and civilian 
defence officers as the US does for 
a comparable number of combat 
personnel. 

The high wages we pay military 
personnel of all ranks are reflective 
of a costly labour market. 

Most Russian military equip-
ment is designed and built in Rus-
sia, while most of Australia’s is 
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designed and built overseas. Often 
we go for the most expensive ad-
vanced equipment available, usu-
ally procured from the US or 
western Europe. We would never 
consider buying cheaper equiva-
lent systems from China, and we 
seldom buy from other Asian arms 
manufacturers. 

Our procurement system also 
is dogged regularly by evidence of 
incompetence, poor procurement 
practices and politicians orches-
trating defence procurement deci-
sions. The submarine fiasco is the 
most recent example of enormous 
wastage because of political ma-
nipulation of the equipment pro-
curement process. 

During the Collins replace-

ment review, the RAN was not 
permitted to recommend that our 
next-generation submarines be 
nuclear-powered. The ludicrous 
decision, since cancelled, to have 
France build conventional subma-
rines for Australia ended up cost-
ing us more than $2bn and 
probably has delayed the intro-
duction of nuclear-powered sub-
marines to at least the 2030s. 
Remarkably, there is no political 
or bureaucratic accountability for 
such costly procurement mistakes. 

Australia should have much 
more military capability for what 
we spend on defence, but we lack 
the will to make the changes need-
ed, particularly since Australia is 
insulated from the necessity to do 
so. No political party is prepared to 
overhaul our costly defence sys-
tem to give us better value for 
money – and risk being labelled as 
soft on national security. 

Clive Williams is a visiting fellow 
at the Australian National 
University’s Strategic and 
Defence Studies Centre.

Though Russia 
spends twice as 
much as Australia 
… it gets many 
times more than 
double the bang for 
its defence buck
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