
The Defence Strategic Review (DSR) public report
(Defence 2023) was released on 24 April 2023. It
recommended, inter alia, that a comprehensive
strategic review be undertaken of Australian Defence
Force (ADF) Reserves and reserve service (Defence
2023: para 11.4). The Joint Support Services Division
that I lead has been tasked with undertaking the
review, which is to report to the Government by 2025.
In this paper, I will outline the key issues that the review
will need to address.

Strategic Review of Defence Reserves
The DSR public report stated there is to be a

strategic review of Defence Reserves (the Review) to
consider reserves and reserve service [i.e. the pattern
of reserve service as much as the people themselves]
as part of National Defence in the light of current
strategic circumstances. We are faced with a
deteriorating security environment overall. Hence, one
of the driving forces behind the DSR is the loss of the
10-years’ warning-of-conflict period that had featured
so heavily in our thinking up until this point.

In light of these changing circumstances, the
Review is to investigate innovative ways to adapt the
current structure, shape, conditions of service, and role
of the Reserves to determine how the Defence
Reserves can best complement the total defence
workforce and can provide an expansion base and
follow-on forces in time of crisis. 

The terms of reference (ToRs) are presently with
the Commonwealth Government and I expect will be
released soon. Thus, I am not in a position to make any
announcements herein. They are, however, drawn out
of what I have presented above and they do not
shackle those words in any way. 

So, coming back to some of those words used
above, ‘National Defence’ is a concept analogous to
mobilisation. ‘Mobilisation’ is not a Defence-specific
activity; mobilisation is a whole-of-nation activity. It has
to involve all components of our society.

Mobilisation might be led by Defence, and/or it
might be planned significantly by Defence in particular
components. Either way, National Defence is a concept
which involves the whole of the nation. This is a
significant concept in this context because the Review
is to link back to the demographic of the Reserve Force
and the challenges that that may need to be
addressed.

So, having outlined what the Review will be
expected to do, let us now consider some of the
matters that the Review will need to consider, starting
with the Reserve demographic. 

The Reserve Demographic
If you think of the Reserve demographic as a

layered cake, my perception is that some 30 per cent
or more of that cake are people with potentially critical
civilian occupations – they work in another government
agency of some sort. This makes sense because often
there is a permissive environment in government
agencies that supports Reserve service. Then, within
that 30 to 35 per cent, is a large proportion in
analogous jobs, often uniformed jobs, in emergency
services, police, fire, ambulance, etc. That is
significant, with a lot of follow-on consequences I will
address later.

In the next slice of the cake, the middle piece of
nearly a third, the people are other than traditionally
employed. Within that slice are university students,
unemployed, part-timers (including an increasing
number of gig employees), and the self-employed.
They are an eclectic bunch.
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The last layer the cake, the last third or less, are
those people who are in traditional employment,
including those who work for small- to medium-sized
businesses, the sort of enterprises that exist around
the country in all the towns from which we draw our
Reserve community.

Managing ‘Reserved Occupations’
I will pause here to tell you a relevant story. When I

commanded the 4th Brigade in Victoria, I was running
an exercise in Gippsland that involved the Victoria
Police and a security role for the Reserves. The then
Chief of Army, Lieutenant General Rick Burr, visited the
exercise. I was taking him around and introducing him
to many of my infantry sections. After the first couple, it
was obvious that, although we were working ‘green’
(army) and ‘blue’ (police) side-by-side in a combined
activity, within my infantry sections often no less than
two or three of those soldiers out of each section, when
asked what they did for a civilian job, said they were
also a Victoria Police officer. I could see the blood
starting to drain out of General Burr’s face as he
realised the implications. Then he started asking how
many were police, how many firefighters, how many
paramedics. 

I knew after not too long that he was starting to get
very concerned by the numbers involved. So, I
suggested to him that it was not something to worry
about at the moment. I thought that, in the peacetime
paradigm when we were training and preparing, it was
incredibly useful, particularly considering the sort of
operations where the Reserves are going to link up
with a police force. For our Reserves, particularly those
in the Army, and specifically in the 2nd Division which
now has primacy for operations in the domestic
theatre, it is really valuable to have the ability to speak
both ‘soldier’ and ‘copper’, to translate between the two,
and to help those entities work out how to do their
techniques and procedures together.

But there is a rub obviously; and the rub is what I
perceive was worrying General Burr. What do you do
on the day when you need to mobilise your reserve
forces and at the very same time those same
individuals are counted within critical capabilities that
otherwise support our civil society? Well, we have a
very strong piece of legislation, the Defence Reserve
Service (Protection) Act 2001 (Cth) which is the trump
card that we can play every time. So, if the Review is to
redesign the Reserve as to its contribution to National
Defence, it must cope with the fact you cannot denude
civil society of critical capabilities in a crisis.

Another example of that that came up with a
different capability, medics and health professionals,
during the COVID response. Defence contributed a
great deal of its capability towards addressing that
emergency. While the arrangement worked out
satisfactorily during the COVID emergency, the issue is
sure to arise again and may prove less manageable in

future. If, for example, we were in a time of having
moved through crisis and into conflict on the spectrum
of warfare, and if we needed to support operations, we
could be drawing out of the community the very same
people that the community relied on every day of the
week. How is that going to work? I think that is one of
the complex questions with which the Review is going
to have to grapple. We will need to develop an agile
system that can address that issue.

Protection of a Reservist’s Civilian Employment
Let us now consider the issue around the Defence

Reserve Service (Protection) Act 2001 (Cth), an Act
that was drafted under the guidance of Major General
Greg Garde, a Victorian supreme court judge.  When I
rub shoulders with NATO partners, when I tell them
what is in that Act, it is obvious that we have one of the
strongest pieces of reserve service protection
legislation in the world. Having said that, the headline
point out of the Act is that it is a criminal offence for an
employer to interfere with, or to prejudice, a reservist in
any way in relation to their reserve service. This does
not have to relate to call-out – it could be a training
exercise, or it could be some other deployment. There
is provision in the Act for the Chief of the Defence
Force to require parties who are arguing over whether
the employee be released to attend a compulsory
mediation and there are provisions in it for prosecution
of those offences.

Those mechanisms, however, have never been
used. What tends to happen is that we resolve things
by negotiation. Occasionally, issues from civilian
employers get elevated up to my team in Canberra.
What my team cannot resolve then makes its way to
my desk for me to engage directly. 

So, this is an issue we have to address, despite
having a well-worded Protection Act.  How would it
work if we were not able to reach agreement with a
hospital that has someone that the hospital needs in its
intensive care unit or another critical area? In practice,
we are not going to prosecute another government
body over an issue like this. So, I think we need a
different or additional process that that would allow us
to resolve those issues in an agile way.

If one were to contemplate a time when Australia
might find itself moving through international crisis into
conflict, in what Defence would term mobilisation and
scalable options, and the demand for reserve service
increased, there is going to be more rather than less
need to resolve such issues.  Indeed, there may be a
need to dust off and consider the plans from World War
II where it was necessary to grapple with issues related
to critical industries and civil services that were needed
to support Australia on an ongoing basis throughout
the war.

So, the terms of reference indicate this issue is
important as part of National Defence, because we
cannot just build a reserve force, the one that we would
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want on the day, without at the same time being
cognisant of the effects on civil society. Building the
reserve force has to be in the context of the needs of
civil society and other domestic needs, and must work
in conjunction with those needs. Hence, we may need
to adapt the structure and shape of the reserve forces
accordingly.  

Reserve Structure and Shape
Let us now consider the structure and shape of our

current reserve forces. The Navy and Air Force
Reserve ranks are filled almost exclusively by former
permanent-force members who have transitioned out
of full-time service in a technical category. Effectively,
they are semi-retired technical experts who often pick
up a job with defence industry where they move from
Air Force to say Boeing or Qantas and do something
similar to what they did while serving in the permanent
forces. In their reserve service, they might come back
and do some similar work part-time. Thus, in Navy and
Air Force, the Reserve per se is largely fitting into the
back of the full-time organisations (‘gap-filling’).

The Army Reserve is different. We have some gap-
filling of permanent units by former permanent-force
members as in the other two services, but we also have
Reserve formations and units which are a hybrid of full-
time and part-time service. But most reservists are in a
reserve division, or embedded in full-time higher
organisations in logistics, special forces and so on. The
Army context of our reserve forces is largely provision
of an “operational reserve”, to conduct a range of tasks
with operational potential for the ADF. Reserve forces,
if not already embedded into the permanent forces, are
there to augment or follow-on in exactly the same
manner as the permanent forces. It is just that they
need a longer run-up time to get their training done to
get to an operational level of capability.

Other countries around the world, including peer
nations, have a different type of reserve. A nation might
have a reserve navy more akin to an auxiliary very
closely linked their merchant marine; or they might
have a strategic reserve, a very large pool of people
held at a lower level of training that you can draw on in
an emergency if required.

The Americans rejected the strategic reserve model
probably about 10 or 15 years ago. The United States
Army Reserve today is an operational reserve focused
on Army Reservists filling niche capabilities. Also, the
United States not only has its Army Reserve; it also
has the National Guard and the home guard (‘state
guards’ mustered in some states in times of national
crisis to carry out homeland defence missions). All of
these elements in the United States Army consist of
more than 200,000 reservists providing the more niche
capabilities, including the psychologists, the doctors,
the lawyers, the dog handlers, and a whole bunch of
other niche capabilities which sometimes amount to
between 50 and 80 per cent of the Army’s capacity in

those discrete areas. What that means for the United
States Army Reserve is that some components of the
Reserve force are almost always on operations.

So, in terms of structure and shape, there is not one
single answer. There are many models around the
world. There are models that start with conscription into
permanent forces, then transition into reserve forces.
There are some models where reserve service is
linked very strongly with educational opportunities, and
there are many other types of models.

Reserve Conditions of Service
Now let us look at conditions of service. That

involves understanding what the triggers and
motivations are for reserve service as they are highly
relevant to building effective Defence Force Reserves,
particularly if we are going to consider building
something new. I am not forecasting anything; I do not
know what the result will be. But understanding what
motivates and what is likely to motivate the right
demographic, is clearly a question that needs to be
asked. Such knowledge is required in order to work out
what supporting mechanisms are needed and to
determine their cost, including whether it is a cost that
Government can bear so as to achieve a
recommended level of outcome.

The Role of Reserves
The role of reserves is also on the Review’s list.

That brings us back to this dichotomy between a
strategic reserve that you break out in war and an
operational reserve enabled to deploy in a very short
time. Or is it that we need both? Do we need to have
both types in order to provide an expansion base and
follow-on forces in times of crisis?

The expansion base and options for scalability will
be particularly challenging for us to understand in the
Air Force and Navy context. The current Air Force and
Navy system is predicated on a particular model and
that model may not allow for a scalable demographic
that can be drawn on if we were ever required to move
through the sliding scale from crisis into conflict.

The Review Logic Framework
I consider that the terms of reference fairly reflect

those sorts of far-reaching questions. The Review,
though, will need a good logic framework in order to
answer those questions. I think that framework needs
to start at the desired end state and work backwards,
e.g.: 

• What should the Reserve look like if Australia
goes to war? 

• Where might there be gaps in the capability of
our extant forces; and is there a role for a
reserve component in filling that capability gap at
that point in time? 

• If the answer to that is ‘yes’, then does how we
are presently configured cut the mustard, or do
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we need something else? 
• If we need something else, how do we, today, put

in place the plans and the programmes to assure
that, at the point in time when we need it, we
have what we need?

Other Considerations
There are other pieces of work that are going on

that have touchpoints into the Review. I am seeking to
instigate the acquisition of more definitive human
resources data on the demographic “layers” of reserve
service – to have a human resources software system
that is fit for purpose. I am pushing really hard to get
some changes made even though the current software
system is on the way out. It is challenging to get
modifications done now but we need some definitive
answers to those sorts of questions no later than the
new year. 

The reason I say that is because the DSR calls on
this Review to be completed by 2025. If that is going to
happen, presumably it will be needed in time for the
budget of that year. Working back from the budget date;
noting that the Government will need to have options
ready to cost some time deep into next year; and
allowing time in order to hand the Review report over
with a nice bow around it – it will have to have gone
through the highest committees in Defence first – I
arrive at a finish date probably around the middle of
2024. So, I expect that by the time we cross the start
line it is going to be a rapid race to get the work done
and get it submitted to the Government.

There are other supporting pieces of work being
undertaken within Defence. There is a Recruiting and
Retention Team examining recruiting and retention
initiatives. An outcome of the Joint Reserve Working
Group was a decision that we would sponsor evidence-
based analysis of motivations for service. We have run
a series of focus groups around the country with more
than 700 service volunteers covering a broad range of
demographics in which we tried to understand issues
of pay and how they relate to motivations for service.
This work will feed into the Recruiting and Retention
Team.

We are investigating the Defence Reserve Service
(Protection) Act 2001 mentioned above. I have directed
that the review of the Act should cover not just the
words and the legislation, I want the system looked at,
including how we communicate its features with
reservists and employers. It might be the words are fine
but no one knows about it. We might find that, if we had
to send in investigators because an employer may
have committed an offence, the employer had never
heard of the Act, whereas, in other countries like
America, the issue is right in front of mind. So, maybe
our communications have been lacking, or maybe it is
the inadequacy of the resources behind it.
Nevertheless, we will have a look at it. Thinking again
of the National Defence context and the competing

priorities for critical capabilities, we need some other
really agile, non-litigious process to sort out such
issues between Defence and the employer community.

We have recently undertaken some work to simplify
the Employer Support Payment Scheme which
supports employers of our reservists. The scheme was
well used in 2020 during the call-out for Operation
Bushfire Assist and then for the COVID Task Force. We
have now abolished the two-week qualifying period
because, every time we have used our reserves
heavily, the first thing we have done has been to
suspend that provision. And in order to make the
payment more generally available, we have put some
reasonable limits on how much can be paid (10 weeks
except for exceptional cases) and on call-out type
arrangements. Otherwise, we have been keen to
simplify the policy issues.

Conclusion
As a consequence of the Defence Strategic Review,

my team will support a very comprehensive and far-
reaching strategic review of Defence Reserves in
Australia. There are now people in the Reserve
community beating down my door to contribute –
people with PhDs and decades of experience, and
career reservists very much looking for a chance to
contribute. We also have had similar engagements with
the with the Defence Reserves Association. That gives
me great confidence that, as a community, the
Reserves certainly will have a chance to be heard. We
expect to continue that dialogue with the Reserve
community before the Review reports to the
Commonwealth Government in 2025.
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