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The Lowy Institute is an independent policy think tank. Ilts mandate ranges
across all the dimensions of international policy debate in Australia —
economic, political and strategic — and it is not limited to a particular
geographic region. Its two core tasks are to:

e produce distinctive research and fresh policy options for Australia’s
international policy and to contribute to the wider international debate

e promote discussion of Australia’s role in the world by providing an
accessible and high-quality forum for discussion of Australian
international relations through debates, seminars, lectures, dialogues
and conferences.

Lowy Institute Policy Briefs are designed to address a particular, current
policy issue and to suggest solutions. They are deliberately prescriptive,
specifically addressing two questions: What is the problem? What should
be done?

The views expressed in this paper are entirely the author’s own and not
those of the Lowy Institute.

LOWY INSTITUTE POLICY BRIEF



EYES ON THE PRIZE: AUSTRALIA, CHINA, AND THE ANTARCTIC TREATY SYSTEM

KEY FINDINGS

Australia’s interests in Antarctica are better served by the Antarctic
Treaty System (ATS) than anything we could negotiate today. We
should redouble our commitment to its ideals of science-driven,
rules-based management — and counter the narrative of ATS
“failure’.

China is pushing the boundaries of ATS practice by exploiting
fisheries and tourism, and probably seeking access to Western
technologies in Antarctica. And in the future, Beijing could lead a
coalition of states seeking mineral riches that only China is likely to
be capable of retrieving.

Australia should watch China’s activities closely, but react
cautiously. We should be wary of false analogies with the Arctic and
not overreact to marginal military developments. We should shield
the ATS from Australia—China tension and US-China competition.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

What is the problem?

The Antarctic Treaty System (ATS) provides Australia with a peaceful,
non-militarised south; a freeze on challenges to our territorial claim; a
ban on mining and an ecosystem-based management of fisheries. But
China wants to benefit economically, and potentially militarily, from
Antarctica. It is increasingly assertive in the ATS, primarily over fisheries
access, and active on the ice.

What should be done?

Australia should front load its support for the ATS, increasing both the
substance and profile of our Antarctic activities. We should emphasise
ATS ideals rather than our claim to Australian Antarctic Territory (AAT).
We should work hard internationally to dispel the myth that Antarctica’s
resource wealth will be unlocked in 2048 on review of the Madrid
Protocol. Inside the ATS, we should play to our strengths in multilateral
diplomacy. Canberra should monitor Chinese activities in Antarctica
and the ATS and step up its maritime awareness of the Southern Ocean,
but refrain from geostrategic panic.
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INTRODUCTION

What the Antarctic Treaty System gives Australia

The Antarctic Treaty requires that Antarctica be used only for peaceful,
scientific purposes (Box 1). The Treaty also ‘freezes’ challenges to our
claim of the Australian Antarctic Territory (AAT) — the largest of the
seven claims, at around 42 per cent of the continent. Without the
Treaty and its supporting agreements, Australia could not afford to
defend the AAT, ensure a non-militarised southern border, or prohibit
mining in the area. We cannot assume that our historical and current
activities would be sufficient to legally assert ownership of the
Antarctic region directly to our south if the Treaty failed.

£

The seven territorial claims over Antarctica are made by Australia (which
claims around 42 per cent of the continent), Argentina, United Kingdom, Chile,
France, New Zealand, and Norway. Image: Courtesy Australian Antarctic
Division.
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The Treaty is a Cold War relic, which means that it is better for us than
anything we could negotiate today. Despite its idealistic foundation
story — building on the scientific cooperation of the 1957-58
International Geophysical Year — the real impetus was the
determination of the United States, the USSR, and the United Kingdom
to deny their rivals control of the continent without opening a costly
new front in the Cold War.! Peace, science, and a pristine environment
open to all, were convenient and popular alternative rationales.

The Treaty does not give us everything we might like. Our ‘sovereignty’
over the AAT is not fully protected. We cannot stop a research station
being built in the AAT, and our laws apply only to Australians.

The Treaty does, however, give us a voice in the consensus forums of
the Antarctic Treaty System (ATS), including a host of scientific and
practical committees and the annual Antarctic Treaty Consultative
Meeting (ATCM) where we have a vote along with the other 29
signatories that conduct substantial scientific research on the
continent. Diplomatic and scientific entrepreneurialism and detailed
negotiations do most to protect our interests. Consensus decisions in
ATS forums are mostly respected once reached, and there is a strong
tradition of scientific cooperation, international rescue efforts, and
environmental protection.

Box 1: The Antarctic Treaty System (ATS) at a glance

The Antarctic Treaty entered into force in 1961, signed by 12 states. It now
has 54 parties. Currently, 29 states are Consultative members with voting
rights in Antarctic Treaty Consultative Meetings (ATCM). States are granted
Consultative status after demonstrating a significant commitment to
scientific research in Antarctica.?

Signatories agree to Antarctica being used for peaceful, scientific purposes
only. Military equipment and personnel can be used only in support of
science and logistics. Station facilities and vessels can be inspected by other
states. Scientific results and plans must be shared.

Challenges to the seven territorial claims on mainland Antarctica are
‘frozen’ in that nothing supports or denies them while the Treaty is in force,
and no new claims can be made. Outside the Treaty, only some states with
their own claims recognise others. The United States and Russia have
reserved the right to make a claim.
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The Antarctic Treaty System (ATS) refers to the Treaty and related
agreements. An important agreement is the Convention on the
Conservation of Antarctic Marine Living Resources (CAMLR), which
entered into force in 1982.3 It has 26 voting members, and 10 more states
have signed but are not engaged in fishing or research and therefore cannot
Fear of missin g vote. All decisions, including on Marine Protected Areas (MPAs), are made
) . by consensus.
outonimagined
future riches still Another major agreement is the Protocol on Environmental Protection to
the Antarctic Treaty, known as the Madrid Protocol, which among other
protections prohibits mining.# It entered into force in 1998. It allows for
fundi ngin ma ny review in 2048, but sets a very high bar for change: agreement by three
quarters of states who were Consultative members to the Antarctic Treaty
in 1991, and then ratification by three quarters of Antarctic Consultative
Parties, including all states that agreed to the Protocol in 1991. No mining
can commence until agreement on the conditions for mining are negotiated
and ratified. That agreement also requires that the interests of claimant
states (such as Australia) must be safeguarded.

drives Antarctic

states.

The Madrid Protocol to the Treaty prohibits mining, which Australia
supports for environmental reasons and to avoid the continent
becoming an area of contention. Even if Australian attitudes on this
change, mining on the continent is unlikely to be profitable within the
foreseeable future, although seabed mining below 60° south (the
Antarctic Treaty area) is conceivable. Fear of missing out on imagined
future riches still drives Antarctic funding in many states, but the
Protocol sets a high threshold for reversing the ban.

Consensus decision-making, however, means it is easy to stymie
initiatives, particularly with the growing number of member statesin the
ATS. Currently, 29 states have voting rights at the annual Treaty
meeting; in 1989, when Australia and France proposed prohibiting
mining, it was 22.

There is limited scope to ensure compliance with ATS rules and
provisions. The Treaty allows inspections of stations to ensure they
follow ATS rules and respect the prohibition on military use. However,
Antarctic logistical constraints usually mean that stations have prior
notice of visits, few observers are involved, and inspections are brief.
The body dealing with fisheries — the Commission for the Conservation
of Antarctic Marine Living Resources (CCAMLR) — requires that
observers and reporting systems are placed on fishing vessels, and
vessels or states can be deemed non-compliant, but listing a state as
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non-compliant requires consensus agreement. China and Russia have
recently refused to let their vessels be sanctioned.

What China wants from Antarctica

To shore up its domestic rule, the Chinese Communist Party (CCP)
needs to keep China’s economy strong, secure technological
leadership, and demonstrate China’s power in global affairs. In
Antarctica, that translates into growing exploitation of fisheries,
Chinese ownership of tourism opportunities, access to Western
technology through joint projects, and international acquiescence to
China’s preferences in the ATS. Before 2016, China’s Antarctic stations
and science seemed designed to position it for a territorial claim in the
AAT if the Antarctic Treaty were overturned at some point in the future.®

The ceremonial marker at t South Pole is surrounded by flags the 1 .
original signatory nations of the Antarctic Treaty, signed on 1 December 1959 in
Washington, DC. Image: Josh Landis/National Science Foundation.

But China’s 13th Five-Year Plan (2016-2020) set out an ambition to
“build China into a strong maritime country”, with a clear emphasis on
fisheries and other economic opportunities.® China has increased
subsidies for fuel, and grown its ship-building program for China’s
distant-water fishing fleet.” Access to marine resources and tourism
opportunities across the continent are now the more pressing drivers
of China’s Antarctic activities.
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It is likely that Beijing also wants to keep open the possibilities of
seabed mining, a territorial claim, and the use of civil equipment on the
continent for military advantage. So, although China will support
Antarctic agreements over at least the next few decades, it will keep
pushing to change the practices and purposes of the ATS from within
to meet its current and future interests.

LOWY INSTITUTE POLICY BRIEF 7
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WHAT AUSTRALIA SHOULD DO:
POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

1. Promote the ATS as an example of a successful
rules-based system

Australia is striving to build a more rules-based order globally, and
preserving the ATS should be an important priority.8

Antarctica is physically and historically unique, which means the ATS
does not offer a simple template for other territorial regimes (Box 2).
But Antarctica does demonstrate that even in the current era of
strained relations, Australia, the United States, China, and others can
cooperate in a rules-based system. As the world tries to tackle climate
change, the ATS also shows what can be done when science is the basis
for action — even when science is inevitably directed in part towards
state ends.

Box 2: Spot the difference: the Arctic and Antarctica

The Arctic and Antarctica are significantly different strategically and
geographically. The Arctic is an ocean, mostly shallow and relatively lightly
covered by ice, surrounded by land that extends across the Arctic Circle.
Much of the Arctic is covered by Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZs) or seabed
formations extending directly from states’ home territories. Antarctica, by
contrast, is land rimmed and almost entirely covered by a thick layer of ice,
surrounded by deeper seas with only a few small, scattered islands.

The Arctic’s sea-ice is reducing dramatically with climate change. As a
result, Arctic resources — such as fish, minerals, and hydrocarbons — and
shipping routes are likely to be much more accessible over coming years.
Antarctica’s thick ice, thousands of metres deep in places, is also melting,
changing local ecosystems® and promising metres of global sea level rise
over several centuries.*® But climate change is unlikely to make Antarctic
resources other than fish or krill more accessible in the same timeframe as
in the Arctic. One of the few similarities is that climate change is driving fish
species towards both poles.

The Arctic Council is a high-level intergovernmental forum of the eight
states with territory or maritime jurisdiction in the Arctic.?? Observers are
admitted only by agreement of the eight members and have no voting
rights, so China and others interested in Arctic resources are
disadvantaged. Beijing is trying to buy its way in with science, funds, and
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infrastructure.'? By contrast, any state can sign the Antarctic Treaty, any
Party can conduct science there, and any state can vote if it conducts
credible scientific programs in Antarctica. China is there by right.

The Arctic separates two nuclear-armed adversaries — the United States
and Russia — so it already has military forces and infrastructure, and easier
access will worsen geostrategic tensions. The Arctic Council does not deal
with security issues or prohibit military activities in Arctic high seas. By
two nuclear-armed contrast, the Antarctic Treaty prohibits military use of Antarctica and there
are no military facilities. Southern Ocean waters have not been widely used

) for military purposes, and all vessels are free to transit high seas within the
Uﬂlted States Gnd Treaty areq.

The Arctic separates

adversaries — the

Russia.
Russia already extracts hydrocarbons from the Arctic, but mining in the

Antarctic Treaty Area (up to 60° south) is prohibited under the Madrid
Protocol. In any case, hydrocarbon extraction in Antarctica is unlikely ever
to be economically viable. Even if clean technologies increase demand for
minerals found as nodules on the sea floor, such as cobalt, there are easier
places than Antarctic waters to be exploited first.

Australia should work to ensure that US Antarctic policy under
President Joe Biden is integrated into the new US administration’s
commitment to a more rules-based global order, that it is not
dominated by competition with China, and that it continues to accord
with the ideals and norms of the ATS.*® China’s compliance with the ATS
needs to be monitored, but Antarctica should not become another
arena for great power competition.

Australia should actively promote the achievements and ideals of the
ATS: peace, non-militarisation, scientific research, and ecosystem-
based sustainable fishing. The Madrid agreement was founded on the
assessment that mining on the continent was not economically
feasible, combined with the public appeal of wilderness. These
fundamentals are unchanged.

We should work hard internationally to dispel the myth that Antarctica
is a pot of gold that will be opened in 2048 when the Madrid Protocol
could technically be reviewed. The idea that the Protocol (or worse, the
Antarctic Treaty) ‘expires in 2048’ is fed by commentary portraying the
ATS as weak!* and implying that its collapse is inevitable.'®> We should
commission polling in Australia and elsewhere to determine the depth
of public support for Antarctica as a place dedicated to science.

LOWY INSTITUTE POLICY BRIEF
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Now is the time for us to reiterate the benefits of a functioning ATS for
all member states: scientific status, practical understanding of
changing global weather and currents, and an increasingly valuable
sustainable fishery. As climate change and overfishing place increased
pressure on all fish stocks, precautionary management of Antarctica’s
fisheries needs to be seen as preserving a resource for all CAMLR
Convention signatories; not as a Western environmentalist luxury. All
Treaty members, not just Australia, stand to lose if the ATS falls apart.

& % A e
The first Antarctic Treaty Consultative Meeting (ATCM), Parliament House,
Canberra, 10 July 1961, with Australian Prime Minister Robert Menzies at the
podium. Image: Australian Government, “The First ATCM,” ATS Image Bank,
accessed February 15, 2021, https://atsimagebank.omeka.net/items/show/72.

XL

We should be guided by a policy of engaging and balancing China, and
keep the ATS free, as far as possible, of Australia—-China tensions. There
are principles we cannot resile from, such as precautionary fishing
regimes and the monitoring of states’ compliance with ATS obligations.
But many ATS meetings focus on practical, day-to-day issues, where
Australian and Chinese collegiality in science and logistics continues —
as evident in the recent rescue of an Australian expeditioner.*® We
should avoid being at the forefront of every dispute over Chinese
actions in Antarctica.

In promoting the ATS internationally, Australia should not highlight its
claim over the AAT. This is not to suggest Australia back away from its
claim. But drawing international attention to the AAT helps China and
Russia insinuate that claimants propose MPAs only to extend their
sovereignty.” Our support for MPA proposals beyond the AAT helps.
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2. Assess China’s behaviour realistically

Canberra should avoid overreacting to alarming public analyses of
Chinese activities in Antarctica. Tensions over fisheries are real, but
need not be viewed as geostrategic conflict. Talking or acting as though
we are already in crisis distracts from the long-haul effort of protecting
our interests in the ATS.

There are public fears that China is using some technologies and
equipment in Antarctica for military purposes (Box 3).18 Unfortunately,
the Treaty’s prohibition on the use of military equipment other than to
support science and logistics is open to broad interpretation.® Judging
breaches requires assessing whether the equipment supports
scientific research, comparisons with other states’ actions, and a
thorough assessment of any military advantage in a global context.?°

The United States withdrew from the Intermediate-Range Nuclear
Forces Treaty (INF) in 2019 only after it became clear that Russia was
not only flouting its rules, but also putting the United States at a
substantial disadvantage. There is no sense in risking the ATS without
a similar weighing of interests. If we are to rally other states against a
violation of the Treaty, our case needs to be clear, provable, and of
strategic importance. The non-militarisation provision implies any
equipment breaching the provision would have to be withdrawn under
suasion, rather than by force.

Antarctica’s non-militarisation could be advanced in several ways:
commissioning technical specialists to conduct classified and open-
source reviews of dual-use (civil-military) technologies and equipment
in the region; continuing the recently revived program of Australian and
multilateral inspections of stations by qualified personnel; and holding
at least annual policy and intelligence discussions with Five Eyes
partners. (As an Arctic state, Canada would have deep interest in
Chinese polar policy.)

Box 3: Has China really breached the non-militarisation provision?

Ground reference stations for China’s GPS-equivalent system, Beidou, were
installed in China’s Zhongshan and Great Wall stations in 2010, and Kunlun
in 2013.% Like the US GPS and Russian GLONASS installations, they are
allowed by the Treaty to assist science and logistics.?? Antarctic ground
stations may be slightly more important for the precision of Beidou than for
GPS since most of Beidou’s stations are in the northern hemisphere. But
from a military perspective, the increase in precision of delivery of missiles

LOWY INSTITUTE POLICY BRIEF
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or other weaponry is marginal, especially as South American and African
states are hosting more Beidou reference stations.?>

There are also concerns that China’s high-frequency radar equipment can
jam US satellites.?* By sending a signal in the same frequency as a satellite’s
up or downlink, this is technically possible. However, jamming an uplink
takes a great deal of power and jamming a downlink requires proximity to
the receiver, and US stations are not co-located with Chinese ones. Either
way, jamming is usually temporary.?> On the whole, Chinese radars in
Antarctica would have little military value, but they provide legitimate
support for science, as do similar systems fielded by the United States and
others.

China’s telescope on Dome Argus (‘Dome A’),6 technically similar to the US
telescope at the South Pole, has been suspected of having a military use.
Telescopes can contribute to space awareness by slowly building up
databases of satellites passing overhead, which helps all satellites — civil
and military — avoid space junk. But a Chinese telescope in Antarctica
would contribute only marginally to data easily available from telescopes
and other equipment in other parts of the world.?”

China is also suspected of prospecting with a view to mining the Antarctic
sea floor in the future, consistent with its stated interest in the global
commons and the marine economy. Yet, the line is blurry between
geological exploration, which is allowed under the Treaty, and prospecting
with an eye to future mining,?® which is not.?° We should investigate any
exploitation of this ambiguity, but not overreact.

Even after 2048, when review of the Madrid Protocol’s ban on mining
becomes easier, agreement will still be slow and difficult. Technological
advancement in seabed mining is slow?°, the International Seabed
Authority’s Mining Code is delayed and its mechanism for sharing
profits among states unclear, future demand for minerals is unknown,
and other seas would be preferable over the deep and stormy Southern
Ocean.

Calls for military preparations against such a day may exacerbate the
problem.3! They fuel emerging economies’ suspicions that Western
environmental concerns are cover for denying other states a share of
the economic spoils. We should be arguing internationally now for the
Southern Ocean to remain a reserve, noting that all states will benefit
from mining other oceans under International Seabed Authority (ISA)
rules. Commissioning public research into the potential impacts of
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undersea/seabed mining below 60° south on increasingly valuable krill
and fish stocks could also help inform states’ attitudes.

3. Play to our multilateral and Antarctic strengths

China’s approach to the ATS resembles its increasingly assertive
conduct in other international organisations. Beijing has tried to
change the language of ATS meetings to redirect their purpose from
‘protection’ as well as ‘utilisation’ of Antarctica to favour ‘utilisation’.
Chinese officials tried to give the two terms equal weight at the 2017
Treaty meeting in Beijing.3? At the 2019 CCAMLR meeting, China
refused to accept it was non-compliant even on a minor issue,3
exhorting members to “come back to the right path towards mutual
respect and win-win cooperation” — terminology China uses in the
United Nations (UN) and elsewhere when it rejects multilateral
constraints.?* China also criticised Australia for non-compliance, a form
of offence-as-defence displayed in other forums.

In UN bodies and other multilateral forums,3® China has sought to use
its larger diplomatic and scientific resources to rewrite policies. It is now
doing the same in CCAMLR, demanding — and then undertaking —
more scientific research before even considering new MPAs.3¢ Beijing
also invokes precedents it has established in other organisations, such
as the UN Development Programme. Moves like this carry an implied
threat, as ATS members generally want to keep Antarctic matters out
of global forums.®”

Australia should point out China’s tactics to other states and, as in
other rules-based systems, work with more and wider groupings. The
claimant states are a natural grouping, but we could also help aspiring
Consultative members, such as Turkey, with their Antarctic science and
diplomacy, partly to underline that the ATS is not a rich-world club.

Australia should forestall the emergence of a ‘fishing bloc’. China’s
pursuit of utilisation over preservation of Antarctica could rally support
for such a bloc.*® Russia and other fishing countries already adopt
some similar positions to China in the CCAMLR.*° To counter this trend,
we should build influence with these countries through cooperation in
logistics support, environmental clean-ups and tourism policy. We need
to stand with states that challenge fisheries abuse, as New Zealand
recently did when it detected a Russian craft spoofing its vessel-
monitoring device while fishing in a closed area many kilometres
away.4°

LOWY INSTITUTE POLICY BRIEF
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Other potential groupings are the five states closest to Antarctica —
Australia, New Zealand, South Africa, Argentina, and Chile — that host
‘jlumping-off’ ports. Of these, Chile,** Argentina,*? and South Africa*®
contend with Chinese fishing fleets in or near their waters beyond the
geographic remit of the ATS. Consistent with our increasingly diverse
work in the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (with the United States,
India, and Japan) we should work more closely with those countries.
The US is already a close partner for Australia in the ATS, despite its
non-recognition of our claim.*4

Tourism pblicy is essential for cotrolling access to one of the world's most
remote regions. More than 56 000 tourists visited Antarctica in the 2018-2019
season. Image: Ronald Woan/Flickr.

We should make the most of Chinese efforts to boost their
environmental credentials. Beijing signed the CAMLR Convention when
Chinese vessels were on the illegal vessels list and agreed (after tough
negotiations)*® to the Ross Sea Marine Protected Area (MPA) in 2016
to boost its standing with the environmentalist US Secretary of State
John Kerry. Beijing recently joined a voluntary, temporary ban on krill
fishing close to penguin habitats on the Antarctic Peninsula.*®

However, if we are to work effectively with others to engage China’s
desire to appear environmentally responsible, our wider environmental
policies need to be consistent. For some countries, our influence in
Antarctic matters will depend on our attitude to resource extraction in
the Great Australian Bight, our stance on global sustainability such as
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World Trade Organization measures to reduce fuel subsidies to distant-
water fishing fleets, and especially our climate change policies.

4. Keep up our Antarctic science and investment

The impact of COVID-19 on Antarctica could be more enduring than a
temporary reduction of our science in the region. There is a risk that
economically-hit like-minded states may reduce Antarctic spending for
years, while China returns to its usual pace. Putting more resources into
science, logistics, and diplomacy is the most effective way to pursue
our Antarctic interests.

Reducing our research output relative to others’ would lower our status,
since science and Antarctic experience underpin many ATS debates. It
would also weaken our presence in the AAT and undermine our claim
under international law should the Treaty one day fail. The 20 Year
Australian Antarctic Strategic Plan, produced in 2014 by former
Australian Antarctic Division (AAD) director AJ Press, found that
“Australia’s standing in Antarctic affairs is eroding because of historical
under-investment at a time when new players are emerging” — a
reference predominantly to China.*’

Subsequently, over a 12-month period in 2018, Australia announced a
replacement polar research vessel, a restored land transport capability,
and scoping work for a new year-round airfield. These projects increase
our access to the AAT, as well as support our scientific effort.

The airfield is the most expensive item and the government should
provide sufficient funding in forward budgets. Environmental concerns
about the airfield — some genuine and some stalking horses for
impeding greater Australian access — are likely to cause substantial
delays.*® Committing funds will signal determination and credibility.

We should develop policies for emerging issues, such as tourism
protocols, air safety, and aerial surveillance of fisheries compliance.
The permanent airstrip China is planning in the Larsemann Hills could
provide tourist access to the AAT and increase the need for air safety
measures.*® On the surveillance issue, China’s characteristically
legalistic response when Russia objected to New Zealand’s air
observation of one of its vessels demonstrates the need for policy
development.>®
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Our science should meet ATS ideals — particularly openness and
relevance to all. The new Australian Antarctic Science Strategic Plan
heads in the right direction, with an emphasis on global concerns of
climate change, Antarctica’s impact on global weather, and the
sustainability of marine living resources.5?

The northern edge of the giant iceberg, B-15A, in the Ross Sea, Antarctica.
Researchers place global positioning systems (GPS), weather monitoring
stations, and seismometers on icebergs to track their movements. Image: Josh
Landis/National Science Foundation.

Our participation in the Scientific Committee on Antarctic Research
Krill Action Group (SKAG) with scientists from the United States,
Europe, China, and Argentina helps us ensure an ecosystems-based
approach to krill fishing limits. As the United Kingdom has done, we
could work with China on sampling krill distribution, making it harder
for data to be cherry-picked.

Australia could also reduce friction over Chinese activities at Dome A52
in the AAT by offering to participate in research with China there, fully
funding our involvement as equal partners. In the past two years Treaty
members have rejected Chinese proposals which sought special
treatment for the isolated station. A joint project between China and
Australia would justify a joint Code of Conduct for the area. 53

5. Don’t reach for military tools

ATS tensions cannot be productively addressed with military means.
Any Australian use of military capabilities in Antarctica, other than for
logistic support for science, would unnecessarily risk the ATS as a
whole, from which Australia gains so much.
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We should not invest in military vessels designed for polar operations
to meet unlikely contingencies. If northern trade routes were closed by
a major war Australian trade could transit ice-free Southern Ocean
waters, with a protective RAN submarine or surface presence. Those
vessels would not need to be ice-breakers or even ice-capable, just able
to operate in the Southern Ocean.

Specialist polar vessels cannot be justified by an extreme scenario of
China leaving the ATS in the 2050s after failed Madrid Protocol
negotiations, and mining the AAT sea-bed: it would make more sense
for China to make commercial arrangements with more conveniently-
placed South American claimants. In any case, such vessels would be
unreliable in our northern waters, where we are more likely to need a
presence.®

Our Antarctic interests should be supported with other means:
stepped-up intelligence collection and analysis outside Antarctica, and
more international cooperation against illegal fishing. We should
coordinate our fisheries patrols with New Zealand’s proposed ice-
hardened naval vessels®® and return Maritime Border Command’s
Ocean Shield to patrolling our sub-Antarctic islands (which it has not
done since 2015, leaving Australian Border Force officers to ride on
French vessels).

We should make more use of aerial, remote, unmanned, and satellite
surveillance capabilities. These are already needed to meet our
Southern Ocean Search and Rescue (SAR) responsibilities. Remote
monitoring would provide cover for more of the year than surface
vessels do. More research into Southern Ocean weather, and more
mapping by Australia’s new research vessel Nuyina, would also improve
SAR capabilities and expand our reach in the AAT.

Xi Jinping has directed that civil science should support military
capabilities. So for Australian scientists there is an ongoing risk that
their Chinese counterparts may take advantage of joint access to
Australian equipment, particularly that used in marine or large-area
surveillance and monitoring. Marine surveillance capabilities — sonar,
buoys, and satellites - are all highly relevant to military operations in
the South China Sea.®®
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These risks could be mitigated by:

1) commissioning the government’s Defence Science and
Technology Group to review equipment used in Antarctica or
shared with Chinese scientists to identify any novel technology
to which access should be controlled;

2) assessing, with Five Eyes partners, any links between civilian
Chinese (and potentially Russian) Antarctic scientific
organisations and military ones; and

3) ensuring AAD staff are briefed on Beijing’s willingness to use

covert as well as overt means to gain influence or access to
technology.®’
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CONCLUSION

Antarctica is not, and cannot be, fully quarantined from China’s more
assertive foreign policy, which in Antarctica is now focused on fisheries
access. In the future, Beijing could also lead a coalition of states
seeking mineral riches that only China is likely to be capable of
retrieving. But the effort China is putting into pushing the boundaries
of the ATS from within demonstrates a strong preference to stay in the
Treaty. Australia’s most efficient means of slowing or stopping these
efforts remains well-funded collective diplomacy and science. We can
still veto initiatives, even if our own are stymied.

Although ATS commitments are not always complied with fully,
powerful states seeking an outsized share of resources beyond their
national jurisdiction can be swayed by smart diplomacy and
international public opinion. Antarctica is still remarkable enough, in its
wilderness, scientific cooperation, and governance, that with
concerted effort it has a chance of remaining separate from the worst
of international geopolitics and exploitation.
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