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DAVID SPEERS: Well let's bring in Richard Marles, the Shadow Defence 
Minister joining us from Geelong this afternoon. Richard Marles, thanks very 
much for your time. Let's just start on this. What's your view on whether 
Australia should take part in such patrols in the Strait of Hormuz? 
 
RICHARD MARLES, DEPUTY LEADER OF THE AUSTRALIAN LABOR 
PARTY:  Well firstly we don't have clarity yet from our own Government about 
exactly what specific ask might have been made, if indeed any has been made 
and what specific proposal the Government is looking to engage in and we 
would want to have that conversation with them before properly answering that 
question, because I can tell you that on issues such as these the details matter. 
But on hearing what the Prime Minister's just said in the clip you played, and I 
generally agree with the propositions that he's making there, obviously we do 
want to see a de-escalation of tension around Iran and in the Persian Gulf. I 
think, it is important actually, to separate issues in relation to the nuclear deal 
which was done in respect of Iran and its future with the whole issue of safe 
shipping because when it comes to the question of safe shipping, Australia is 
an island trading nation clearly does have a national interest in Freedom of 
Navigation, the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea, and indeed there is a 
product that comes to Australia through the Straits of Hormuz and there is 
product from Australia that goes through the Straits of Hormuz. So we have an 
interest in that particular shipping lane and the safe transfer of as well. 
  
SPEERS: Let's just unpack that. Do you think it was wrong for the US to 
withdraw from that nuclear treaty with Iran? 
  



MARLES: Well we have made it clear at the time that we didn't support that 
and that we stood with the majority of the international community when the 
original deal was done. 
  
SPEERS: Now, is that a factor do you think? In some countries being reluctant 
so far to join up this Trump request for a global coalition to patrol the Strait? 
 
MARLES: I can't answer on behalf of other countries in relation to how they're 
responding to it and again that may seem like avoiding the question but the 
detail here matters, so it really does depend on what the particular requests of 
each country is and I'm not privy to that and I'm not privy to the specific 
requests that might or might not be being made of Australia. I do know though 
that we as a nation have a very clear interest in Freedom of Navigation and the 
UN Convention on the Law of the Sea and so the protection of shipping lanes is 
certainly something which matters to us. 
 
SPEERS: So in other words because of our obligations when it comes to the 
International Law of the Sea this could be justified. It's not about Iran. It's about 
just ensuring that that Strait has free movement. 
  
MARLES: Well it is important that that Strait does have free movement. It's not 
just, I mean we do have obligations in relation to the UN Convention on the Law 
of the Sea, but you know as an island nation that is heavily dependent upon 
trade, the rules of the road, if you like when it comes to the sea, actually matter 
deeply to our national interests. So I understand how our interest is engaged 
here. But again when you're coming to the direct question of ‘do we or do we 
not support a particular request’ you've actually got to know what the request is. 
Right now we don’t have clarity from the Government about that. 
 
SPEERS: Well just on that, because you’ve said that a few times, does that 
mean when the specific request, if it's for example a frigate; that might be too 
much, if it's a surveillance plane; that might be okay, is that what you're saying 
now? 
 
MARLES: I'm saying exactly what contribution you make is going to be 
calibrated by a whole lot of factors and it's in part what you can make available, 
what is doable, what's not, which part of the world you're dealing with. I mean, 
you can talk in principle about whether or not this is an issue that you should 
support and the Freedom of Navigation is clearly something that Australia is 
deeply invested in. But exactly what is a reasonable request for Australia in 
these circumstances is going to depend on a whole lot of factors. And we'd like 
to know what the specifics are, and we don't we don't have clarity yet from our 
Government in respect of that now. Now you played a clip from Secretary 
Pompeo, who sketched in the broad terms the kind of coalition that America is 



seeking to put together, on what it's seeking to put it together for. We can 
understand that. But to really answer this question we need to know what is it 
that Australia may or may not ultimately provide and is that or is that not 
reasonable. 
  
SPEERS: Now let me turn to a couple of other matters. The Strait of Hormuz, of 
course important for oil shipments. We have a problem when it comes to fuel 
security in Australia. This is not a new problem but Angus Taylor has confirmed 
today Australia is negotiating with the US to access their much vaster fuel 
reserves. 
  
MARLES: This is an issue, I might say, we raised it during the election 
campaign around the state of our fuel reserves. They are low by global 
standards and indeed in respect of our global obligations. This is an issue that 
we need to look at and ultimately it's important that we examine every option 
and so this might be a useful option to look at. But this is a problem that 
Australia needs to solve within its own capability. 
  
SPEERS: Labor took to the election the idea of a strategic shipping fleet to deal 
with this. Angus Taylor ridiculed that as a very expensive and timely approach 
to this. Is it still Labor's policy? 
  
MARLES: Well we've made it clear that in terms of our policies we are starting 
again and all of them are on the table and we will review all of them. But that 
doesn't change the fact that the issue here is that our fuel reserves are very 
low. This Government actually needs to come up with an answer to it.  We're 
not meeting the international standards at the moment, and Australia is very 
exposed by the small fuel reserves that we currently have in place. And you 
know actually this is an issue that the Government needs to deal with in depth. 
  
SPEERS: Do you still think though a strategic shipping fleet is a good idea? 
  
MARLES: Well it was a proposition that we put up and we'll continue to look at 
a whole lot of solutions as we go forward. But right now the question is actually 
on the Government.  What is the Government's answer to this question? You 
know it is a very small reserve that we have and it leaves Australia significantly 
exposed. This Government talks a big game when it comes to national security, 
but the issue of our fuel reserves is fundamental to that. It is one which this 
Government has completely failed to properly address. 
  
SPEERS: Can I turn to the idea of the US having intermediate range missiles 
based somewhere in the region. Would you be comfortable with them being 
based in Australia? 
  



MARLES: David, I don't think that is on the agenda, I really don't. And I don't I 
don't think that was a request that was made by the US over the last 24-48 
hours in terms of AUSMIN. I think our Defence Minister made that clear in her 
statements this morning. I think a lot has been read into a very little that was 
ultimately said in response to a very general question by the new US Secretary 
for Defense. So I actually don't think this is a proposition that is on the agenda 
at all. 
  
SPEERS: No. And look as Peter Jennings has pointed out, this is probably not 
the place the US wants to base missiles that have a range of only about 5,500 
kilometres. They probably want them in Japan or South Korea. Would that 
worry you? Are we talking about an escalating arms race though? Even if 
they're not here, a US missile base in somewhere like Japan or South Korea, 
there's talk of China building a military base in Cambodia as you know. Are you 
concerned about this escalating arms race? 
  
MARLES: Well of course. And I think that we would all want to see a de-
escalation and a demilitarisation of our region. And of course I'm concerned 
about it. But it does contribute to what is as a challenging set of strategic 
circumstances really that we've faced since the Second World War. And I think 
from an Australian point of view then, what it implies is that we as a nation really 
have to grow the leadership side of our international personality if we want to 
shape these circumstances to the extent that we possibly can. And it's really 
critical that we do that and that actually means finding our voice and a bigger 
voice in my view, in the context of our alliance with the United States. And it 
does mean that we need to play a bigger role in our region and in the world. 
And that's really the critical challenge for Australia going forward. 
 
SPEERS: Final one. The Port of Darwin; your South Australian colleague Nick 
Champion says the Australian Government should nationalise it, should seize 
back ownership of this port, that four years ago was effectively sold to the 
Chinese company Landbridge. What do you think? 
  
MARLES: Well I understand Nick's comments. And indeed we raised concerns 
about this sale at the time to Landbridge, and what it meant in relation to 
Chinese ownership of the Port of Darwin. I mean, I think if we are looking 
forward we need to be now thinking about issues of sovereign risk, given that 
this has occurred. But I would say that it is really important that the Government 
does give a sense of assurance and confidence to the Australian people, that in 
the context of our national security this lease arrangement with Landbridge 
does not compromise our national security. I think it's worth hearing Nick's 
comments in that context. I don't think the Government has been able to 
provide us, or has provided us, with that assurance up until this point in time, 
and again- 



 

  
SPEERS: So, just to be clear on this, should it nationalise that port. 
  
MARLES: I mean these are Government decisions. I do think we need to be 
mindful of sovereign risk given what has played out. But I understand Nick's 
point because we raised real concerns about this sale when it was undertaken. 
What's important now is that we hear from the Government, to give the 
Australian people an assurance that this lease arrangement does not 
compromise our national security and that's the assurance which currently we 
are not hearing loudly enough from the Government. 
  
SPEERS: Richard Marles Shadow Defence Minister and Deputy Labor leader. 
Appreciate your time this afternoon, thank you. 
  
MARLES: Thanks David. 
 
ENDS 
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