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SUBJECTS: Australia’s contribution to the Gulf 
  
RICHARD MARLES, ACTING LEADER OF THE AUSTRALIAN LABOR 
PARTY: This morning the Government has announced that Australia will be 
participating in a limited International multi-nation mission aimed at maritime 
security assistance in the Straits of Hormuz. Labor supports this decision. We 
do so on the basis of this being a mission, which is tightly framed around 
freedom of navigation for commercial shipping within the Straits of Hormuz and 
the Persian Gulf. Freedom of navigation for Australia as a trading island nation, 
is completely central to our national interest. The vast bulk of our trade goes by 
sea and trade forms a very large part of our national economy. And so, freedom 
of navigation as it's expressed in the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea is a 
piece of international architecture which is essential to Australia's national 
interest as any. And as a result Australia has a long history in participating in 
freedom of navigation operations- such as what has been proposed here. We 
believe that the precise contribution that the Government is proposing for 
Australia to make to this mission is appropriately calibrated to what Australia 
can reasonably provide. To that end, we note that the frigate that will be going 
to the Persian Gulf to form part of this operation from January of next year had 
already been tasked to go to the Persian Gulf as part of Operation Manitou; 
which itself is an anti-piracy mission and at its heart is about freedom of 
navigation. This is an appropriate measure for Australia to take. In saying all of 
this, I'd also want to make clear that from the very outset the Government 
supported the Iran nuclear agreement. And Labor has been consistent in its 
support of the Government's position in respect of the Iran nuclear agreement. 
This operation does not change at all Labor's position in respect of the 
Government's support for the Iran nuclear agreement. That's an important point 
to make. I'd like to note that this morning the Prime Minister spoke with the 
Leader of the Opposition, as the Minister Defence also spoke with me to outline 
exactly Australia's commitment in relation to this mission. We thank them for 
those calls. We also thank them for a more extensive briefing that we will be 
receiving this evening from the Chief of the Defence Force about the 
operational nature of this mission. The government of course has a right to 



make this decision but in saying that we would expect that the Minister would 
make a Ministerial Statement to the Parliament when we resume in a few 
weeks’ time - and that Members of Parliament at that time are given an 
opportunity to have their say about what is a very significant decision that has 
been taken today. Any questions? 
  
JOURNALIST: Were you briefed on how many personnel will be involved? 
  
MARLES: We haven't been briefed on the number of personnel. What we know 
is in a sense, it is in essence what's in the public domain right now. But we will 
be given a further briefing on that later this evening. 
  
JOURNALIST: Would you have liked more consultation in the lead up to this 
decision, even though you support it? 
  
MARLES: We acknowledge that the Government has made contact with us 
about this decision. We appreciate the briefing tonight. And we support the 
decision that's been made. 
  
JOURNALIST: Given, I suppose this mission would have taken place with or 
without Australia. What is the impetus for us to join in? Why not just bandwagon 
on the efforts of significantly larger maritime forces, the US and the UK? 
  
MARLES: Australia has a particular interest in freedom of navigation. We're an 
Island trading nation. A large part of our economy is based on trade and the 
vast bulk of that trade goes by sea. This is a piece of international architecture 
which is essential to our national interests as any. It is for that reason that 
Australia actually has a long history of supporting freedom of navigation 
operations around the world; including in the Middle East. You know for most of 
the last decade we've had a frigate in the Middle East as part of Operation 
Manitou which is an anti-piracy mission but which has at its heart freedom of 
navigation. So in that sense, this is very central to Australia's national interest 
and we do have a long history of participating in missions of this kind. 
  
JOURNALIST: Do you think that Scott Morrison's visit to the White House next 
month had any impact, in any way, on this decision? 
  
MARLES: At the end of the day that's a question that you'd need to ask the 
Prime Minister. What really matters here though, that in decisions of this kind- 
and this is a very significant decision indeed- that Australia acts in its own 
national interest and I can tell you that from the perspective of Labor; that's how 
we assess it. And every decision needs to be taken on its merits but when we 
look at this decision- on its merits- noting that it is tightly confined to a freedom 
of navigation operation which asserts the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea 
as it applies to all bodies of water but including the Straits of Hormuz, that it is 
in our national interests that we should be providing an appropriately calibrated 
contribution. And we think this contribution is appropriately calibrated. 
  
JOURNALIST: Mr Morrison mentioned this morning that the deployments are 



 

very specifically time bound but he did say that at the end of the six months 
there may be reviews. Are you concerned that this may turn into a more open 
ended project for the maritime forces? 
  
MARLES: Well certainly the fact that this is a time bound mission is an 
important consideration for us, in giving the support that we have today for it. 
We note that the government was very clear in making in its statement today 
that this is a time bound mission. Inevitably you're going to review that when 
the time comes to an end - and we would expect appropriate consultation from 
the Government at that time. 
  
ENDS 
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