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Dear Mr Turnbull 

 
Response to DPRK nuclear and missile developments 

 
As you and your Parliamentary colleagues are aware, Australians for War Powers 

Reform (AWPR) advocates that Parliament be consulted prior to a decision to go to war. 

This view is reinforced by recent circumstances, including your ill-advised interpretation 

of the obligations Australia and the US accept to each other under the ANZUS treaty. 

 

Consistent with this, I write on behalf of AWPR to express our concern at the 

commitments you are reported to have given to the United States, without debate in or 

authorisation by the Parliament, in respect of North Korea’s provocative behaviour in 

relation to its developing nuclear and missile capability. 

We are concerned also by what appears to be a misrepresentation by you of the 

obligations which the ANZUS Treaty imposes on its parties. You are quoted in recent 

media reports as having said: 

“Be under no misapprehension – in terms of defence we [Australia and US] are 

joined at the hip”. 

“Let’s be very clear … If there is an attack on the United States by North Korea, 

then the ANZUS Treaty will be invoked and Australia will come to the aid of the 

United States, just as if there was an attack on Australia, the United States would 

come to our aid.” 

These statements suggest a degree of automaticity which is not to be found in the Treaty. 

In Article I of the Treaty the parties undertake, in accordance with the UN Charter, to 

settle any international disputes in which they may be involved by peaceful means, and 

to refrain from threatening the use of force. No reliance could be placed on the Treaty, 

therefore, to justify our supporting the United States in a pre-emptive strike against North 

Korea. 
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Article III enshrines an obligation to consult in the event that one of the parties is 

threatened, and Article IV provides that the parties will act to meet the common danger 

in accordance with its own constitutional processes. This is far short of an automatic 

requirement for any party to support another by military action, and could by no 

reasonable stretch be described as entailing any of the parties being “joined at the hip”. 

 

Furthermore, it is not clear to us why Australia would invoke the ANZUS Treaty if the 

US were to come under attack. Surely it is for the party seeking assistance to invoke the 

Treaty – we don’t need a Treaty to offer assistance to a friendly state or military ally. 

 

In our view it was inappropriate for you to have given such an open-ended commitment 

as you appear to have done, one which smacks of the commitments which John Howard 

gave on 11 September 2001, which led to our participation in the invasion of Iraq, a 

country which had no involvement whatever in the destruction of the World Trade 

Centre. 

 

In the current situation we would argue that Australia’s stance should be to counsel both 

sides to exercise restraint, and not to make any commitments until we are more certain 

how the situation is likely to evolve. At that point, we believe that the matter should be 

taken to the Parliament, to enable it to make an informed decision about any possible 

military action on Australia’s part. 

 

We argue that the decision to go to war must be made by the democratically elected body 

at the heart of our democracy.  Our Westminster system delegates much to the Executive 

but the most important decisions must come back to the Parliament for prior approval.  

 

The members of the ADF and the Australian public deserve in our view to know that the 

decision to embark on a war-like course is the result of careful deliberation by their 

elected representatives with at least the leaders having full access to all relevant legal, 

intelligence and military information. This will not only generate better decisions but will 

legitimate those occasions when we may have to do what states sometimes have to do – 

to kill and be killed on a potentially industrial scale.  

 

I am sending a copy of this letter to your colleagues the Minster for Defence and the 

Minister for Foreign Affairs. 

 

Yours sincerely 

 

 

 

 

 

(Paul Barratt) 
President 

 

 

 

 

 


