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INTRODUCTION:
UNDERSTANDING
THE SCOPE OF THE
AUSTRALIAN
DEFENCE FORCE

When  questions  arise
about  global  military
p o w e r ,  t h e
conversation  often
turns  to  the  United
S ta tes ,  Ch ina ,  o r
Russia.  However,  a
significant  and capable
force  operates  in  the
Asia-Pacific  region:  the
Australian  Defence
Force (ADF). For those
pondering how big is
the Australian Army,
the answer is far more
complex than a simple

headcount. The size of
the Australian Army is
not  just  about  the
number  of  soldiers  in
u n i f o r m ;  i t
encompasses  total
personnel,  reserve
forces,  equipment
inventory,  budget
a l l o c a t i o n ,  a n d
strategic  reach.  This
art ic le  prov ides  a
detailed  breakdown of
the  Australian  Army's
size, its structure, and
how it compares on the
global stage.
Australia  maintains  a
relatively  small  but
highly  professional
military  force.  Unlike
n a t i o n s  w i t h
m a n d a t o r y
conscr ip t ion ,  the
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Austral ian  Army  is
composed  entirely  of
volunteer soldiers. This
focus  on  quality  over
quantity  means  that
while the raw numbers
may  seem  modest
compared  to  regional
giants,  the  capability
and  readiness  of  the
f o r c e  a r e
d i s p r o p o r t i o n a t e l y
h i g h .  T o  t r u l y
understand how big is
the Australian Army,
we  must  analyze  its
components in depth.

THE CORE
NUMBERS: TOTAL
PERSONNEL AND
STRUCTURE

As of the most recent
official  data  from  the
D e p a r t m e n t  o f
Defence, the Australian
A r m y  c o m p r i s e s
approximately  29,000
to  30,000  full-time
permanent  members.
This  figure  represents
t h e  a c t i v e  d u t y

component  ready  for
d e p l o y m e n t  a n d
training.  However,  the
total  strength  of  the
Army  is  significantly
larger  when  including
reserve forces.

Breaking
Down the
Active
Force
The  regular  army,
often referred to as the
"full-time"  component,
is  the  backbone  of
Australia's land power.
These  29,000  soldiers
are distributed across:

Combat
Brigades: The
primary fighting
units, including
armor, infantry,
and artillery.
Combat
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Support Units:
Engineers,
signals, and
intelligence corps
that enable
combat
operations.
Combat Service
Support:
Logistics,
medical, and
transport units
that sustain the
force.

This  active  force  is
organized  into  three
main  brigades  under
the  Forces  Command.
Additionally,  the  1st
Division  serves  as  a
d e p l o y a b l e
headquarters. The size
of the regular army has
fluctuated  over  the
past  decade  due  to
changing  government
p r i o r i t i e s ,  b u t  i t
remains steady around
the 30,000 mark.

The
Reserve
Force: A
Critical
Compone
nt
When asking how big
is  the  Australian
Army ,  one  cannot
ignore  the  Australian
Army  Reserve.  This
part-time  force  adds
approximately  15,000
to 17,000 personnel to
t h e  t o t a l  r o s t e r .
R e s e r v i s t s  t r a i n
regularly  and  can  be
c a l l e d  u p o n  f o r
domestic disaster relief
o r  o v e r s e a s
deployments. The total
a rmy  headcoun t ,
combining regulars and
reservists,  therefore
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sits  between  44,000
and 47,000 individuals.
This  dual  structure
allows  Australia  to
m a i n t a i n  a  l e a n
peacetime  force  while
h a v i n g  a  s u r g e
c a p a c i t y  f o r
emergencies.  The
reserve  component  is
vital  for  maintaining
territorial  defense  and
supporting  national
security  during  crises.

COMPARISON
WITH OTHER
BRANCHES OF THE
ADF

To  contextualize  how
big is the Australian
A r m y ,  w e  m u s t
compare it to its sister
s e r v i c e s .  T h e
Australian  Defence
Force has a total active
strength  of  roughly
60,000 personnel.  The
b r e a k d o w n  i s  a s
follows:

Royal

Australian
Navy:
Approximately
14,000 active
personnel.
Royal
Australian Air
Force:
Approximately
14,500 active
personnel.
Australian
Army:
Approximately
29,000 active
personnel.

A s  t h e  n u m b e r s
indicate,  the  Army  is
by  fa r  the  la rgest
single  service  within
the ADF, accounting for
nearly half of all active
duty  members.  This
highlights  the  nation's
focus  on  land-based
o p e r a t i o n s  a n d
regional stability. When
including reserves and
civilian  support  staff,
the  to ta l  de fence
workforce  exceeds
100,000  individuals.
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EQUIPMENT AND
INVENTORY:
MEASURING SIZE
BY CAPABILITY

Personnel  numbers
only  tell  part  of  the
story.  Another  critical
metric for how big is
the Australian Army
i s  i t s  e q u i p m e n t
inventory. The modern
Australian Army is well-
e q u i p p e d  w i t h
advanced platforms.

Armored
Vehicles
and
Artillery
The  Army  operates
a round  450  M1A1
Abrams  main  battle
t a n k s ,  w i t h  a
modernization program
underway  to  upgrade
to  the  M1A2  SEPv3

variant.  This  tank  fleet
provides  significant
armored  punch.  In
addition,  the  Army
fields:

Infantry
Fighting
Vehicles:
Approximately
250 M113AS4
APCs, with
modern Boxer
Combat
Reconnaissance
Vehicles being
introduced.
Artillery: Over
50 M777A2
lightweight
howitzers and
the new High
Mobility Artillery
Rocket System
(HIMARS).
Aviation: The
Australian Army
Aviation Corps
operates around
110 helicopters,
including Tiger
ARH attack
helicopters and
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MRH-90 Taipan
transports.

Small
Arms and
Infantry
Equipme
nt
Every  soldier  in  the
Austral ian  Army  is
equipped with the EF88
Austeyr rifle, a modern
bullpup  design.  The
standard  of  kit  is  on
par with leading NATO
forces,  reflecting  the
army's high budget per
soldier.

GLOBAL RANKING
AND REGIONAL
CONTEXT

To answer how big is
the Australian Army
in a global context, we

l o o k  a t  m i l i t a r y
rankings.  According to
the  Global  Firepower
Index,  the  Australian
Defence  Force  ranks
around 16th to 18th in
the  world.  However,
the  Army's  s ize  in
terms  of  personnel
places  it  much  lower,
around  60th  globally
for  manpower.
Th i s  d i sc repancy
highlights  Australia's
strategy. While nations
like  North  Korea  or
India  have  millions  of
soldiers,  Austral ia
invests  heavi ly  in
technology,  training,
and  interoperability.
The Australian Army is
often  described  as  "a
small,  high-end force."
It  is  designed  to  fight
a longs ide  a l l i e s ,
particularly  the United
States,  rather  than
independently  match
large  standing  armies.
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Comparis
on with
Regional
Neighbor
s
When comparing  how
big is the Australian
Army to its neighbors,
t h e  n u m b e r s  a r e
revealing:

Indonesia:
Approximately
300,000 active
army personnel.
Vietnam:
Approximately
400,000 active
army personnel.
Thailand:
Approximately
250,000 active
army personnel.
Australia:
Approximately

29,000 active
army personnel.

I n  r a w  n u m b e r s ,
Australia is dwarfed by
its  Southeast  Asian
neighbors.  However,
Australia's  defence
budget  is  significantly
h igher .  Aus t ra l i a
spends over $50 billion
A U D  a n n u a l l y  o n
defence, which is more
than  the  combined
b u d g e t s  o f  m a n y
regional  nations.  This
translates into superior
capabilities,  including
a d v a n c e d  c y b e r
warfare  units,  special
forces,  and  integrated
a i r - l a n d  c o m b a t
systems.

THE SPECIAL
FORCES
COMPONENT: A
FORCE MULTIPLIER

Any discussion of how
big is the Australian
Army must include its
elite special operations
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forces.  The  Special
Operations  Command
(SOCOMD)  includes:

SASR (Special
Air Service
Regiment):
Approximately
400-500
operators.
2nd Commando
Regiment:
Approximately
600-700
commandos.
1st Commando
Regiment
(Reserve):
Approximately
500 personnel.

This  community  of
roughly 1,500 to 2,000
highly  trained  soldiers
provides  a  strategic
c a p a b i l i t y
disproportionate  to  its
size.  The  Australian
SAS is world-renowned,
a n d  t h e s e  u n i t s
represent  a  critical
aspect  of  the  Army's
overall strength.

BUDGET AND
SPENDING PER
SOLDIER

To fully grasp how big
is  the  Australian
A r m y ,  o n e  m u s t
consider  the  financial
resources  allocated  to
i t .  The  Aust ra l ian
Defence budget for the
2024-25  financial  year
is  approximately  $58
billion AUD. The Army
receives  roughly  one-
t h i r d  o f  t h i s ,
representing  around
$16-18 billion annually.
This budget funds:

Salaries and
benefits for
29,000 regular
soldiers and
15,000
reservists.
Major equipment
purchases like
tanks,
helicopters, and
artillery.
Training
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exercises,
ammunition, and
operational
deployments.
Infrastructure
such as bases,
barracks, and
training areas.

T h e  p e r - s o l d i e r
s p e n d i n g  i n  t h e
Austral ian  Army  is
among  the  highest  in
the  world,  reflecting
t h e  h i g h  c o s t  o f
m a i n t a i n i n g  a
t e c h n o l o g i c a l l y
advanced, all-volunteer
f o r c e  i n  a
geographically isolated
nation.

FUTURE GROWTH:
THE PLAN TO
EXPAND

T h e  A u s t r a l i a n
government,  through
the  2024  Defence
Strategic  Review,
outlined plans to grow
the  ADF  significantly.
T h e  t a r g e t  i s  t o

increase the total ADF
personnel to 80,000 by
2040.  For  the  Army,
this  means  moving
from  29,000  regulars
to  approx imate ly
3 5 , 0 0 0 - 3 6 , 0 0 0
permanent soldiers.
Th is  expans ion  i s
driven by the changing
strategic  environment
in  the  Indo-Pacific.
H o w  b i g  i s  t h e
Austral ian  Army
expected to be in the
future?  The  answer  is
significantly  larger
than today.  The focus
i s  o n  i n c r e a s i n g
armored  brigades,
long- range  s t r ike
capabilities, and littoral
maneuver  elements.
T h e  A r m y  i s  a l s o
investing in unmanned
systems  and  cyber
warfare  units.

DOMESTIC
DEPLOYMENTS
AND READINESS
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The  Australian  Army
a l s o  m a i n t a i n s  a
constant  presence  in
domestic  operations.
This  includes  border
security,  humanitarian
a s s i s t a n c e ,  a n d
disaster  relief.  The
Army's  s i ze  o f ten
d e t e r m i n e s  h o w
quickly it  can respond
to  bushfires,  floods,  or
pandemics.  In  recent
years ,  Opera t i on
COVID-19  ASSIST  saw
thousands  of  soldiers
deployed  across  the
nat ion  to  suppor t
health  services  and
vaccine  rollout.
The  Army's  ability  to
surge  thousands  of
personnel for domestic
crises is a key metric of
its  operational  size.
During  the  2019-2020
bushfire  season,  up  to
6,500  reservists  and
regular  soldiers  were
d e p l o y e d
simultaneously.  This
demonstrates  that  the

effective  size  of  the
Army  can  increase
rapidly when needed.

CONCLUSION: A
SMALL BUT
MIGHTY FORCE

So,  how  big  is  the
Australian  Army?  In
absolute terms, it is a
relatively small force of
approximately  29,000
regular  soldiers  and
15,000 reservists. It is
d w a r f e d  b y  t h e
standing  armies  of
many  Asian  nations
and ranks  low on  the
g l o b a l  s c a l e  b y
manpower  a lone .
However,  this  number
does  not  tell  the  full
story.
The Australian Army is
a  h igh ly  capab le ,
t e c h n o l o g i c a l l y
advanced,  and  well-
funded military force. It
possesses  world-class
special forces, modern
armored  vehicles,  and
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a sophisticated support
structure.  Its  size  is
calibrated to Australia's
strategic  needs:  to
d e f e n d  a  v a s t
continent, contribute to
regional  stability,  and
operate  effectively
alongside  powerful
al l ies.  Rather  than
comparing  it  to  the
massive armies of the
past,  the  Australian

Army  should  be  seen
as  a  modern,  nimble
force.  When  you  ask
h o w  b i g  i s  t h e
Australian Army,  the
most  accurate  answer
is that it is exactly the
r i g h t  s i z e  f o r  i t s
p u r p o s e — a
professional,  lethal,
and responsive military
capable  of  projecting
power well  beyond its
numbers.


