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This introductory fact sheet provides a list 
of overseas wars in which Australia has 
participated, and their documented military 
casualties and immediate health effects. 

(More detail is given on less-known conflicts) 
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Before Federation

Anglo-Maori Wars (1863)
Conflicts arose between indigenous Maori and British 
colonial forces, as settlers took more and more Maori 
land. In 1863, news of a push by British troops inspired an 
estimated 2,500 Australians to volunteer, encouraged by 
promises of receiving confiscated Maori land.

Australian deaths: less than 20.

The Sudan (1885)
The British were supporting Egyptian control of the Sudan 
against the Madhi Sudanese independence movement. In 
March 1885 the NSW government sent an infantry battalion 
of 522 men and 24 officers, and an artillery battery of 
212 men. They arrived after the British had decided to 
withdraw. 

Australian deaths: few, all due to disease.

The Boer War (1899 – 1902)
This war established British control in two formerly Boer-
run South African states. Australia supported the British, 
with its first forces arriving in South Africa in December 
1899 and Australian troops involved until the war ended in 
1902. An estimated 16,000 Australians took part.

Australian deaths:  282 in action or from battle wounds.  
286 from disease, 38 from accidents or unknown causes. 
735 wounded.

The Boxer Rebellion (1900 – 1901)
The Boxer rebellion arose from popular Chinese resistance 
to British influence. Soldiers from NSW, SA and Victoria 
supported the British, serving mainly as police and guards. 
(Numbers are not well documented.)

Australian casualties: No deaths sustained in action. Six 
died of sickness and injury

After Federation

World War 1 (1914 – 1918)
When war was declared, Australia pledged full support to 
Britain. 416,809 men enlisted from a population of under 
five million. The Australian Imperial Forces went to Egypt 
for training and to help protect the Suez Canal. They fought 
in Europe. Many casualties occurred in the battles along 
the Western Front in France and Belgium. Heavy casualties 
also resulted from the attempted invasion of Turkey, which 
began with the Gallipoli landing. 

Australian deaths and injuries: 59,330 killed in action; 
6,291 non-battle deaths; 155,133 wounded in action 
including 16,496 gassed.  

Against the Russian Revolution (1918 – 1919)
Instead of returning to Australia after World War 1, some 
Australian military were deployed to support Britain 
in opposing the Russian Revolution. Some stayed in 
Mesopotamia (now Iraq) to support remnants of the 
Russian army. Others were sent to Archangel and Murmansk 
in northern Russia; one officer was murdered by his men 
when they mutinied and joined the Bolsheviks. The British 
recruited 100-120 Australians to the North Russian Relief 
Force, which fought the Bolsheviks from March to October 
1919.  No further casualty details have been found.

World War 2(1939 – 1945)
On 3 September 1939, Australia followed Britain in 
declaring war on Germany, with Prime Minister Robert 
Menzies declaring that “Britain is at war therefore 
Australia is at war”. Australian military initially fought in 
Europe, the Mediterranean and North Africa; and then in 
the Pacific War against Japan, from  December 1941. 

Australian casualties: 27,913 killed in action, 12,621 non-
battle deaths, 58,704 wounded.

Indonesia’s War of Independence (1945 – 1949)
Japan had occupied the former Dutch East Indies colony 
during WW2. Australians were part of the Allied occupation 
force. Despite Indonesian leaders’ declaration of 
independence, the occupying force supported the return of 
the Dutch and their attempt to re-take power. 
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Malayan Emergency (1950 – 1963)
Japan had occupied the British colony of Malaya during 
WW2. The British returned at the end of the war, and 
declared  a state of emergency when opposition groups 
began guerrilla attacks on mines and rubber plantations.   
To support the British, Australia sent the RAAF in 1950 
and ground troops in 1955. Malaya became independent in 
1957, and the emergency finished in 1960 but Australian 
troops were active in “anti-communist operations” until 
1963. The RAAF still maintain a combat squadron at 
Malaysia’s Butterworth Air Force Base.

Australian casualties: 39 deaths (15 in operations);  
27 wounded, mostly army.

Korean War (1950 – 1953)
Nearly 18,000 Australian army, air force and navy 
personnel served in Korea where the Australian 
government sent troops in response to the request of the 
UN. Australians were involved in active warfare from 1950 
to 1953, and an Australian contingent remained until 1957 
in a peacekeeping capacity. Australian casualties: 339 
deaths; 1216 wounded in battle; 29 taken prisoner. 

Vietnam War (1962 – 1972)
Australia supported the US in the Vietnam War, initially 
with a training team. By the end of the war in 1975 nearly 
60,000 Australian troops had served in Vietnam, including 
a proportion of conscripted men. This commitment 
consisted primarily of army forces, but also included 
air force and navy detachments and was the longest in 
duration of any Australian participation in wars. 

Australian casualties: 426 killed in action, 3,129 wounded 
and 74 non-battle casualties.   

Indonesian Confrontation (1963 – 1966)
Indonesia’s fear that the new Malaysian Federation was an 
attempt to continue British colonial rule led to conflict, 
with Indonesian cross-border raids beginning in 1963. 
Australian troops were part of a British and Commonwealth 
force defending the Malay peninsula. By 1965 an Australian 
battalion was deployed in Borneo and operated on both 
sides of the border along with the RAAF and RAN. Indonesia 
and Malaysia signed a peace treaty in August 1966.

Australian casualties: 23 Australians killed and 8 wounded.

Bougainville crisis (1988 – 1997)
The establishment of a large copper mine in the province 
of Bougainville, while under Australian colonial 
administration. After Papua New Guinea’s independence 
this led to violent conflict and to a movement for 
Bougainville’s independence. Australia trained, equipped 
and financed the PNG Defence Force operations, including 
a blockade; and advisers helped direct operations. A peace 
accord was signed in 1997. 

Gulf War (1990)
In August 1990 Iraq invaded Kuwait following an ongoing 
dispute about territory and oil production quotas. The 
United Nations sanctioned United States-led military 
action against Iraq, and 34 countries sent almost a million 
troops. Australia sent over 1800 military personnel, mainly 
in a naval force which enforced sanctions against Iraq in 
the Persian Gulf and Gulf of Oman. Australian casualties: 
none recorded. Longer-term health impacts are discussed 
in our Gulf War fact sheet.

Iraq War (2003 – 2009)
Australian troops were requested by the US and were sent 
to Iraq in 2003 on the decision of the Prime Minister. Over 
20,000 army, navy and air force personnel served in Iraq 
before Australia’s withdrawal in July 2009. 

Australian casualties: 2 non-battle deaths, 27 wounded. 

Afghanistan War (from 2002)
Australian forces have been a part of the NATO led force in 
Afghanistan since 2002.. Around 1,550 ADF personnel are 
based in Afghanistan, with around 800 in the wider area to 
maintain maritime security and combat piracy. 

Australian casualties (to 8 November 2012): 39 deaths, 
245 wounded.

Peace keeping
Since 1947, Australian defence forces have joined 
UN-led peace keeping forces. Over 30,000 troops 
have served in more than 50 operations. These have 
ranged from military observers in Indonesia in 1947 
to a recent longstanding role in East Timor, a major 
role since 2003 in the Regional Assistance Mission 
to Solomon Islands (RAMSI) and a current mission in 
South Sudan.

There is evidence that peace-keeping can affect mental 
health . For example, Australians who have served in 
Somalia have elevated levels of psychiatric illness.

Note: Individual fact sheets on the health impacts on Australian 
military from major wars, and further references, are available at 
www.mapw.org.au. 


