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How Big Is The
Australian Army

Introducti
on:
Understan
ding the
Scope of
the
Australian
Defence
Force

When  questions
arise about global
military  power,
the  conversation
often turns to the
United  States,
China,  or  Russia.

H o w e v e r ,  a
significant  and
capable  force
operates  in  the
A s i a - P a c i f i c
r e g i o n :  t h e
A u s t r a l i a n
Defence  Force
(ADF).  For  those
pondering  how
b i g  i s  t h e
A u s t r a l i a n
Army, the answer
i s  f a r  m o r e
complex  than  a
s i m p l e
headcount.  The
s i z e  o f  t h e
Australian  Army
is  not  just  about
the  number  of
s o l d i e r s  i n



u n i f o r m ;  i t
e n c o m p a s s e s
total  personnel,
reserve  forces,
e q u i p m e n t
inventory, budget
allocation,  and
strategic  reach.
T h i s  a r t i c l e
p r o v i d e s  a
d e t a i l e d
breakdown of the
Australian Army's
size, its structure,
a n d  h o w  i t
compares  on  the
global stage.

A u s t r a l i a
m a i n t a i n s  a
relatively  small
b u t  h i g h l y
p r o f e s s i o n a l
military  force.
Unlike  nations
with  mandatory
conscription,  the
Australian  Army
i s  c o m p o s e d
e n t i r e l y  o f
v o l u n t e e r

soldiers .  This
focus  on  quality
over  quant i ty
means that while
the raw numbers
may seem modest
c o m p a r e d  t o
regional  giants,
the capability and
readiness  of  the
f o r c e  a r e
disproportionatel
y  high.  To  truly
understand  how
b i g  i s  t h e
A u s t r a l i a n
Army,  we  must
a n a l y z e  i t s
components  in
depth.

The Core
Numbers:
Total
Personnel
and
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Structure

As  of  the  most
recent  official
data  f rom  the
Department  of
D e f e n c e ,  t h e
Australian  Army
c o m p r i s e s
a p p r o x i m a t e l y
29,000 to  30,000
f u l l - t i m e
p e r m a n e n t
members.  This
figure  represents
the  active  duty
component  ready
for  deployment
and  t ra in ing .
However ,  the
total  strength  of
t h e  A r m y  i s
s i g n i f i c a n t l y
l a r g e r  w h e n
including  reserve
forces.

Breaking

Down the
Active Force

The regular army,
often  referred  to
as  the  "full-time"
component, is the
b a c k b o n e  o f
Australia's  land
power .  These
29,000  soldiers
are  distributed
across:

Combat
Brigades:
The primary
fighting
units,
including
armor,
infantry, and
artillery.
Combat
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
t h r e e  m a i n
brigades  under
t h e  F o r c e s
C o m m a n d .
Additionally,  the
1 s t  D i v i s i o n
s e r v e s  a s  a
d e p l o y a b l e
h e a d q u a r t e r s .
The  size  of  the
regular army has
fluctuated  over
the  past  decade
due  to  changing
g o v e r n m e n t
priorities,  but  it
remains  steady

a r o u n d  t h e
30,000  mark.

The Reserve
Force: A
Critical
Component

When asking how
b i g  i s  t h e
A u s t r a l i a n
Army, one cannot
i g n o r e  t h e
Australian  Army
Reserve.  This
part-time  force
a d d s
a p p r o x i m a t e l y
15,000 to  17,000
personnel  to  the
t o t a l  r o s t e r .
Reservists  train
regularly and can
be called upon for
domestic  disaster
relief or overseas
deployments.  The
t o t a l  a r m y
h e a d c o u n t ,
c o m b i n i n g
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r e g u l a r s  a n d
r e s e r v i s t s ,
therefore  s i ts
between  44,000
a n d  4 7 , 0 0 0
individuals.

T h i s  d u a l
structure  allows
A u s t r a l i a  t o
maintain  a  lean
peacetime  force
while  having  a
surge capacity for
emergencies. The
r e s e r v e
component  i s
v i t a l  f o r
m a i n t a i n i n g
territorial defense
and  supporting
national  security
during  crises.

Compariso
n with
Other

Branches
of the ADF

To  contextualize
how  big  is  the
A u s t r a l i a n
Army,  we  must
compare it  to  its
sister  services.
The  Australian
Defence  Force
has a total active
s t r e n g t h  o f
roughly  60,000
personnel.  The
breakdown  is  as
follows:

Royal
Australian
Navy:
Approximate
ly 14,000
active
personnel.
Royal
Australian
Air Force:
Approximate
ly 14,500



active
personnel.
Australian
Army:
Approximate
ly 29,000
active
personnel.

As  the  numbers
i n d i c a t e ,  t h e
Army is by far the
largest  s ingle
service within the
ADF,  accounting
for nearly half of
all  active  duty
members.  This
highlights  the
nation's  focus  on
l a n d - b a s e d
operations  and
regional  stability.
When  including
r e s e r v e s  a n d
civilian  support
staff,  the  total
d e f e n c e
w o r k f o r c e
exceeds  100,000
individuals.

Equipment
and
Inventory:
Measuring
Size by
Capability

P e r s o n n e l
numbers only tell
part of the story.
Another  critical
metric  for  how
b i g  i s  t h e
Australian Army
is  its  equipment
inventory.  The
m o d e r n
Australian  Army
is  well-equipped
with  advanced
platforms.

Armored
Vehicles and
Artillery

T h e  A r m y
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operates  around
4 5 0  M 1 A 1
A b r a m s  m a i n
battle tanks, with
a  modernization
p r o g r a m
u n d e r w a y  t o
upgrade  to  the
M 1 A 2  S E P v 3
variant. This tank
fleet  provides
s i g n i f i c a n t
armored  punch.
In  addition,  the
Army  fields:

Infantry
Fighting
Vehicles:
Approximate
ly 250
M113AS4
APCs, with
modern
Boxer
Combat
Reconnaissa
nce 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 MRH-90
Taipan
transports.

Small Arms



and Infantry
Equipment

Every  soldier  in
the  Australian
Army is equipped
with  the  EF88
Austeyr  rifle,  a
modern  bullpup
d e s i g n .  T h e
standard of kit is
o n  p a r  w i t h
leading  NATO
forces,  reflecting
the  army's  high
b u d g e t  p e r
soldier.

Global
Ranking
and
Regional
Context

To  answer  how
b i g  i s  t h e
Australian Army
i n  a  g l o b a l

context,  we  look
a t  m i l i t a r y
r a n k i n g s .
According  to  the
Global  Firepower
I n d e x ,  t h e
A u s t r a l i a n
Defence  Force
ranks  a round
16th  to  18th  in
t h e  w o r l d .
However ,  the
Army's  s ize  in
t e r m s  o f
personnel  places
it  much  lower,
a r o u n d  6 0 t h
g l o b a l l y  f o r
manpower.

This  discrepancy
h i g h l i g h t s
A u s t r a l i a ' s
strategy.  While
nations like North
Korea  or  India
have  millions  of
soldiers, Australia
invests heavily in
t e c h n o l o g y ,
t ra in ing ,  and
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interoperability.
The  Australian
Army  i s  o f ten
described  as  "a
small,  high-end
f o r c e . "  I t  i s
designed to  fight
alongside  allies,
particularly  the
United  States,
r a t h e r  t h a n
i n d e p e n d e n t l y
m a t c h  l a r g e
standing armies.

Comparison
with Regional
Neighbors

When  comparing
how  big  is  the
Australian Army
to  its  neighbors,
the  numbers  are
revealing:

Indonesia:
Approximate
ly 300,000
active army
personnel.

Vietnam:
Approximate
ly 400,000
active army
personnel.
Thailand:
Approximate
ly 250,000
active army
personnel.
Australia:
Approximate
ly 29,000
active army
personnel.

In  raw  numbers,
A u s t r a l i a  i s
dwarfed  by  its
Southeast  Asian
n e i g h b o r s .
H o w e v e r ,
A u s t r a l i a ' s
defence budget is
s i g n i f i c a n t l y
higher.  Australia
spends  over  $50
b i l l i o n  A U D
a n n u a l l y  o n
defence, which is
more  than  the



c o m b i n e d
budgets  of  many
regional  nations.
This  translates
in to  super ior
c a p a b i l i t i e s ,
i n c l u d i n g
advanced  cyber
warfare  units,
special  forces,
and  integrated
air-land  combat
systems.

The
Special
Forces
Componen
t: A Force
Multiplier

Any discussion of
how  big  is  the
Australian Army
must  include  its
e l i t e  s p e c i a l
operations forces.
T h e  S p e c i a l

O p e r a t i o n s
C o m m a n d
( S O C O M D )
includes:

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

This  community
of  roughly  1,500
to  2,000  highly
trained  soldiers
p r o v i d e s  a
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s t r a t e g i c
c a p a b i l i t y
disproportionate
to  its  size.  The
Australian SAS is
world-renowned,
and  these  units
r e p r e s e n t  a
critical  aspect  of
the Army's overall
strength.

Budget
and
Spending
Per
Soldier

To  ful ly  grasp
how  big  is  the
A u s t r a l i a n
Army,  one  must
c o n s i d e r  t h e
f i n a n c i a l
r e s o u r c e s
allocated  to  it.
The  Australian
Defence  budget

for  the  2024-25
financial  year  is
a p p r o x i m a t e l y
$58  billion  AUD.
T h e  A r m y
receives  roughly
one-third  of  this,
r e p r e s e n t i n g
around  $16-18
billion annually.

T h i s  b u d g e t
funds:

Salaries and
benefits for
29,000
regular
soldiers and
15,000
reservists.
Major
equipment
purchases
like tanks,
helicopters,
and
artillery.
Training
exercises,
ammunition,



and
operational
deployments
.
Infrastructu
re such as
bases,
barracks,
and training
areas.

The  per-soldier
spending  in  the
Australian  Army
i s  a m o n g  t h e
highest  in  the
world,  reflecting
the  high  cost  of
maintaining  a
technological ly
advanced,  al l -
volunteer force in
a  geographically
isolated  nation.

Future
Growth:

The Plan
to Expand

The  Australian
g o v e r n m e n t ,
through the 2024
D e f e n c e
S t r a t e g i c
Review,  outlined
plans to grow the
ADF significantly.
The  target  is  to
increase the total
ADF personnel to
80,000  by  2040.
For the Army, this
means  moving
f r o m  2 9 , 0 0 0
r e g u l a r s  t o
a p p r o x i m a t e l y
3 5 , 0 0 0 - 3 6 , 0 0 0
p e r m a n e n t
soldiers.

This expansion is
d r i ven  by  the
c h a n g i n g
s t r a t e g i c
environment  in
the  Indo-Pacific.
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How big  is  the
Australian Army
expected to be in
the  future?  The
a n s w e r  i s
s i g n i f i c a n t l y
larger than today.
The  focus  is  on
i n c r e a s i n g
a r m o r e d
brigades,  long-
r a n g e  s t r i k e
capabilities,  and
littoral  maneuver
elements.  The
A r m y  i s  a l s o
i n v e s t i n g  i n
u n m a n n e d
s y s t e m s  a n d
cyber  warfare
units.

Domestic
Deployme
nts and
Readiness

The  Australian
A r m y  a l s o

m a i n t a i n s  a
c o n s t a n t
p r e s e n c e  i n
d o m e s t i c
operations.  This
includes  border
s e c u r i t y ,
h u m a n i t a r i a n
assistance,  and
disaster  relief.
The  Army's  size
often  determines
how quickly it can
r e s p o n d  t o
bushfires,  floods,
or  pandemics.  In
recent  years ,
O p e r a t i o n
COVID-19 ASSIST
saw thousands of
soldiers  deployed
across the nation
to support health
s e r v i c e s  a n d
vaccine rollout.

The Army's ability
t o  s u r g e
t h o u s a n d s  o f
personnel  for
domestic crises is



a key metric of its
operational  size.
D u r i n g  t h e
2 0 1 9 - 2 0 2 0
bushfire  season,
u p  t o  6 , 5 0 0
reservists  and
regular  soldiers
were  deployed
simultaneously.
T h i s
d e m o n s t r a t e s
that the effective
size  of  the  Army
c a n  i n c r e a s e
r a p i d l y  w h e n
needed.

Conclusio
n: A Small
but
Mighty
Force

So,  how  big  is
the  Australian
A r m y ?  I n
absolute terms, it

is  a  relat ively
smal l  force  of
a p p r o x i m a t e l y
29,000  regular
s o l d i e r s  a n d
15,000 reservists.
It  is  dwarfed  by
t h e  s t a n d i n g
armies  of  many
Asian nations and
ranks low on the
global  scale  by
manpower  alone.
However,  this
number  does  not
tell the full story.

The  Australian
Army is  a  highly
c a p a b l e ,
technological ly
advanced,  and
w e l l - f u n d e d
military  force.  It
possesses  world-
c l a s s  s p e c i a l
forces,  modern
armored vehicles,
a n d  a
s o p h i s t i c a t e d
support structure.
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I t s  s i z e  i s
ca l i b ra ted  to
A u s t r a l i a ' s
strategic  needs:
to  defend  a  vast
c o n t i n e n t ,
contr ibute  to
regional  stability,
a n d  o p e r a t e
e f f e c t i v e l y
a l o n g s i d e
powerful  allies.
R a t h e r  t h a n
comparing  it  to
t h e  m a s s i v e
armies  o f  the
p a s t ,  t h e
Australian  Army
should be seen as

a modern, nimble
force.  When  you
ask  how  big  is
the  Australian
Army,  the  most
accurate  answer
i s  t h a t  i t  i s
exactly  the  right
s i z e  f o r  i t s
p u r p o s e — a
p r o f e s s i o n a l ,
l e t h a l ,  a n d
r e s p o n s i v e
military  capable
o f  p ro jec t ing
p o w e r  w e l l
b e y o n d  i t s
numbers.


