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1 Summary

New Zealand is at the beginning of its defense Al journey. This is not because
Artificial Intelligence (Al) is marginal to the country’s future force — far from it. It is
because the work that makes Al militarily useful — data foundations, organizational
habits, testing regimes, legal confidence, industrial pathways, trusted suppliers,
and allied interfaces — has only recently begun in earnest. Indeed, the task New
Zealand confronts is strategically urgent since Al, autonomy, advanced sensing,
cyber resilience, space-domain awareness, and software-intensive systems are now
spreading through the strategic environment in which the New Zealand Defense
Force (NZDF) operates. Without Al, New Zealand’s geography becomes a liability.
Defense Al will decisively shape how the NZDF moves, sustains itself, is aware,
shares information, and remains connected and interoperable with Australia — New
Zealand's sole defense ally — the United States (US), sometimes considered a ‘de
facto’ ally of Wellington, its additional Five Eyes partners (Canada and the UK),
and other friendly regional militaries.

Distance is no longer a moat if the decisive terrain is data. New Zealand’s prob-
lem is the country’s traditional advantages — distance, benign geography, trusted
partners, and a relatively permissive neighborhood — are weakening. The amount
of data being produced and that must be digested is too much for its small force
to absorb unaided. ‘Small Force, Big Data’ is, therefore, not just the title for this
report but captures the central strategic problem confronting New Zealand: too
much ocean, too few platforms, too few analysts, and too many data streams. Al
is therefore not just a luxury for the NZDF but a strategic necessity; New Zealand's
small force must be able to act before it's overwhelmed by distance and data.
The stakes are high because defense Al is not just another technology; it is an
enabling layer in a wider transformation in how power is utilized in general, by the
state, and a core component of an emerging Revolution in Military Affairs (RMA).
The revolutionary potential lies not in algorithms alone, but in the reorganiza-

tion of military operations and power projection around sensors, software, data,
networks, autonomy, and machine-speed analysis and decision-making.! Kenneth
Payne warns, “the distinction most relevant will be between the best algorithm
and the rest.”? If New Zealand is on the wrong side of that divide, it will mean
slower decisions, weaker situational awareness, exposed personnel, and a force
that arrives in coalition operations as a liability rather than a credible contributor.
New Zealand therefore faces a stark choice: become a competent small-state

1 Daniels, The “Al RMA”, Burdette et al., How Artificial Intelligence Could Reshape Four Essential Competitions in Future Warfare.
2 Payne, “Artificial Intelligence: A Revolution in Strategic Affairs?”
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defense Al adapter inside allied networks, or become a digitally dependent force
whose platforms, data, and decisions are increasingly shaped by others.

It's unlikely New Zealand will become a formidable defense Al power akin to much
larger states. It lacks the population, capital depth, sovereign industrial base, and
frontier-technology ecosystem required to compete at that level. Yet, the mismatch
between New Zealand's scale and its defense responsibilities is precisely why
defense Al matters. Firstly, New Zealand has a small regular force, thin reserves, a
narrow defense-industrial base, and a maritime realm of responsibility that is vast —
its Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) is 4.1 million km2, roughly 15 times its land area
—in relation to its resources (Figure 1). It also has significant obligations in the South
Pacific, growing interests in the Southern Ocean and Antarctica, and a security
posture that depends heavily on Australian and US-enabled systems.

Secondly, and relatedly, the problem of New Zealand’s lack of scale is stark since
its geography no longer insulates it as comfortably as it once did as strategic
competition throughout the Pacific intensifies. In these circumstances if small
states like New Zealand are complacent, they will fall behind larger powers and
become more dependent on them for critical technologies. If they move early and
intelligently, Al can result in “reverse asymmetry” whereby selective, niche, tech-
nologically sophisticated capabilities offset limits in size, manpower, and resources
by improving administration, logistics, training, decision support, autonomous
operations and cyber defense.? This is only achievable if the state can absorb,
operate and govern Al effectively.

Three pressures define New Zealand’s situation. The first is material. A country of
just over five million people cannot field a large, technologically diverse military.
Al-enabled analytics, uncrewed systems, persistent surveillance, cyber defense,
predictive maintenance, and decision-support tools are attractive because they
offer practical utility where scale is unavailable. The second pressure is strategic
dependence. New Zealand will not build most of the Al-enabled systems it uses.
Access will come through Australian and US interoperability requirements, Five
Eyes intelligence and military networks, allied and partner-origin platforms*, com-
mercial software providers, selected domestic firms, and potentially official and
unofficial AUKUS Pillar ll-related pathways.®> Just how conditional that access can
be was laid bare in June 2026, when a US export-control directive forced Anthrop-
ic to switch off its newest Claude models, Fable 5 and Mythos 5, for every foreign

3 Steff, “Artificial Intelligence: Implications for Small States”; Raska, “Reimagining Defense Innovation.”

4 The largest source of NZDF platforms comes from the United States, especially for aircraft. New Zealand's naval and land fleets
are more mixed, with important inputs from Australia, Canada, Germany, South Korea, the Netherlands, Italy, and European
consortia. New Zealand will shortly announce the replacement of its aging frigate-fleet with, either, the Japanese Mogami-class
already selected by Australia or the UK's Type 31.

Steff, “Artificial Intelligence: Implications for Small States;” Steff, “Our Region Is Now a Strategic Theater’;” Ministry of Defense,
Long-term Insights Briefing; Faulks, “AUKUS and the Trans-Tasman Relationship.”

(3,1
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national — New Zealanders among them — within hours of their public release.®
The third is domestic legitimacy. Defense Al will be judged not only by whether

it works but by whether it is consistent with international law, preserves human
judgment, public consent, and, where relevant, citizens’ data and algorithmic sov-
ereignty. Some applications will be easier to defend such as maritime awareness,
search and rescue, humanitarian assistance and disaster relief, logistics, cyber
defense, fisheries monitoring, and personnel protection. Applications that involve
Al-enabled targeting, full lethal autonomy, and participation in partner-controlled
kill chains could generate a legitimacy crisis if they clash with New Zealand’s politi-
cal and strategic culture. New Zealand's defense Al challenge is therefore concep-
tual and political, as well as technical. The country will need a vocabulary capable
of discussing the above issues without either sensationalizing them or hiding them
behind soothing language about innovation. It will need experts who take the
manifold issues involved in defense Al seriously. At present it has almost none.

New Zealand's official defense Al thinking is relatively new, appearing in a suite of
recent capstone documents, including the New Zealand Army’s 2017-released Future
Land Operating Concept 2035 that acts as an early reference point; three released

in 2023: the National Security Strategy, Defense Policy and Strategy Statement and
Future Force Design Principles; two in 2025: the Defense Capability Plan and Defense
Industry Strategy; and a Strategic Industrial Base Statement: Uncrewed Systems and
Uncrewed Counter Systems and Long-term Insights Briefing, both released in 2026.7
Together, they point toward a more combat-capable and digitally enabled NZDF,

with greater inclusion of Al and autonomy force-wide. Practical initiatives are already
underway. For example, the NZDF has begun trialing New Zealand-made uncrewed
systems from Syos Aerospace across air, land, and sea; it has participated in allied
experimentation such as Project Convergence; and it has reactivated No. 62 Squadron
for space-domain awareness.® Moreover, as chapter 5.1 will discuss a New Zealand
defense Al ecosystem is emerging with dual-use capability in geospatial analytics,
robotics, simulation, secure communications, mission-system integration, sensing,
underwater systems, aerospace testing, and data-enabled training.

This report makes five major claims. First, defense Al is no longer optional; it is be-
coming a core interoperability requirement. Second, New Zealand will mostly be
an adopter, adapter, tester, and niche contributor rather than a sovereign defense
Al producer. Third, Al can create reverse asymmetry. Fourth, New Zealand needs a
defense Al implementation framework tied to specific use cases, testing and eval-

6 Anthropic, “Statement on the US Government Directive.”

7 New Zealand Army, Future Land Operating Concept 2035; Ministry of Defense, Defense Policy and Strategy Statement; Ministry of
Defense, Future Force Design Principles; Ministry of Defense, Defense Capability Plan 2025; Ministry of Defense, Defense Industry
Strategy 2025; Ministry of Defense, Long-term Insights Briefing; Ministry of Defense and New Zealand Defense Force, Strategic
Industrial Base Statement: Uncrewed Systems and Uncrewed Counter Systems.

8 Beehive, “Kiwi Drones to Boost Defense Capability;” Pennington, “The Future of Warfare”; Pennington, “Military Robots and
Thinking Trucks;” New Zealand Defense Force, “New Space Squadron Unveiled.”
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uation, workforce training, legal review, data governance, and industrial pathways.
Fifth, there is a risk New Zealand becomes dependent on systems it does not fully
understand and, relatedly, cannot confidently caveat its use.

Because responsibility for defense Al is currently scattered across the capstone
documents, the NZDF, central agencies, and industry with no one charged with
connecting them, the report’s capstone recommendation is a small, empowered
integrating body — a National Defense Al Integration Office (see Figure 4 in the
conclusion). Its task would be to turn scattered capability into a coherent program,
giving defense Al a named accountable owner and convening authority over
priorities, testing, data governance, and procurement.

The report proceeds in eight sections before concluding with priorities and
recommendations. Section two positions defense Al in relation to New Zealand’s
geopolitical history. Section three sets out how Wellington is beginning to think
about defense Al through its strategic culture, Pacific competition, and allied
integration while considering the issues of legitimacy, autonomy, and targeting.
Section four turns to digitalization, C5ISRT, and the main uses of defense Al for

a small maritime force, including Intelligence, Surveillance, and Reconnaissance
(ISR) and intelligence fusion to decision support, human-machine teaming, and
sustainment. Section five examines how New Zealand can develop defense Al for
its related ISR, interoperability, and resilience priorities; the emerging defense Al
ecosystem and industrial base; human-machine teaming and uncrewed systems;
and New Zealand's potential as a natural proving ground for defense Al exper-
imentation given its unique geography and open airspace. Section six turns to
how defense Al should be organized and governed. This includes establishing
standards, testing, certification, legal review, and data-governance and data sov-
ereignty considerations. It also outlines a Defense Al Sovereignty Test for thinking
about national control. Section seven examines how defense Al is funded, where
Al-relevant spending actually sits, how the NZDF is already fielding and operating
uncrewed and enterprise systems, and what separates a useful project from one
that only looks sophisticated. Section eight addresses training and the workforce,
arguing that a small force will need broad Al literacy, deeper specialist cadres, and
the ability to keep operating when networks fail.

The conclusion offers seven recommendations and returns to the argument that
New Zealand’s choice is not between Al and no Al, nor between full sovereignty
and dependence. Wellington'’s choice, ultimately, is between shaping the terms
of defense Al adoption now or accepting them later from others. To frame these
selections concretely, the report also sets out three scenarios for New Zealand’s
defense Al future: (1) non-adoption and falling behind; (2) an interoperable
fast-follower anchored in Plan ANZAC; and (3) full Allied networked integration
with US and Australian forces — presented as Table 1 in Section three.
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1 New Zealand's
Geopolitical
Position, History
and Culture

From Imperial Defense to
Interdependent Strategic Competition
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New Zealand's strategic history and culture have been shaped by its geography.
It is one of the most isolated developed states in the world — a small population
on two main islands situated in a remote location, yet responsible for a mari-
time domain out of proportion to its size. Its EEZ and Search and Rescue region
(Figure 1) span millions of square kilometers of ocean, reaching from the tropical
South Pacific down to Antarctica.

To the north lies the South Pacific (Figure 2), New Zealand's immediate maritime
approaches and the southern flank of the wider Indo-Pacific. This region comprises
14 independent or self-governing mostly micro-states across Melanesia, Polynesia
and Micronesia, with collective EEZs and ocean spaces exceeding 30 million km?
and island populations totaling 13 million.

Figure 1: New Zealand's EEZ and Search and Rescue Zone

Source: National Maritime Coordination Centre, Maritime Security Strategy 2020
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Figure 2: South Pacific Nations and Sub-Regions

rv' v

North
r g‘ !‘io??nazxr: Micronesia
ASIa ‘Guam

Marshall Islands

Hawali“b

o Federated States y
alau of Micronesia : : North Pacific Ocean
+ Kiribati = Equator
Papua ! NawGumea =
Nauru .
? South Pacific Ocean
WEst Papua' %

“. ~ \So\omon Islands
-.a--—-, LAY Tuvalu  Tokelau
(T
?‘)\?} fh“ 2 ; ‘Q’a;'"‘ sama.gmerimn
o : L. utuna’-
gt & 1 Melanesia ST samva
/‘;’\5\' ety Vanuatu & Tonga Cook ot
) i i i Fren
i 4 Fili: S NuefSisiance Palynesia _
,'V by New Caledonia i Tropic of Capricorn
& N Pitcairn
ki Australia 1 Polynesia Islands s
\ )
| /
1 R i
i vl /
e i
‘.~ Australasia
L
\!:.] NewZeaIagd ‘
0 1,500 mi ;
E T ot
0 1,500 km
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This inheritance of remoteness, a historically benign neighborhood, and an oce-
anic expanse it cannot fully monitor and manage on its own has long defined how
New Zealand provides for its security as it has leaned on great-power partners for
protection while cultivating an identity as an independent, maritime, Pacific nation.
These geographic facts are the backdrop for the strategic history outlined below.

New Zealand's defense Al choices sit inside a longer strategic history in which

the country has repeatedly adjusted to changes in the international order. This
extends across four phases. The first phase (1899-1951) involved imperial defense,
aligning New Zealand’s interests with Great Britain‘s. During this era New Zealand
was fortunate to be on the right side of history in World War | and Il, but the latter
was a near-run affair and, had the Allies lost, New Zealand would have faced a
brutal future living under the Axis Powers ‘New Order’. Its indigenous people, the
Maori, would have been enslaved and likely exterminated.’

The second phase (1951-1991) saw Wellington transition from US-led collective
security, underpinned by a formal military alliance with the US via the post-war

9 Hitler, Adolf, “Rede auf NSDAP-Versammlung in Zwickau,” p. 128.
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Australia-New Zealand-United States (ANZUS) defense agreement, to question-
ing the need for an external security guarantor as Wellington'’s security identity
changed. This reflected both a late-1970s assessment that the Soviet threat to
New Zealand was receding and a budding anti-nuclear movement that, from the
1960s, had won widespread public support by 1980.' This culminated in New
Zealand’s anti-nuclear policy and legislation in the mid-1980s that banned the US’s
nuclear-powered vessels from visiting New Zealand's territory and led the US to
suspend its ANZUS alliance commitment. This left Wellington with Australia as its
sole formal ally.

The third phase (1991-2017) marked an era of interdependent security, charac-
terized by US-centric unipolarity and globalization. During this time, New Zealand
supported global peacekeeping and participated in US-led conflicts following
9/11. The New Zealand elite came to view liberal internationalism, free trade

and multilateral institutions as permanent and irreversible — the Hegelian ‘end of
history’.” The Helen Clark-led Labour government (1999-2008) translated this
liberal internationalist mindset into a defense policy that restructured the NZDF
for peacekeeping, humanitarian aid and disaster relief (HADR), maritime patrol,
and coalition contributions rather than high-end combat as Wellington mothballed
its air combat wing comprising Skyhawk fighter aircraft, canceled an order for US
F-16s and additional ANZUS frigates that would have enhanced the NZDF’s blue
water capabilities. To justify this, Clark said New Zealand was the “most strate-
gically secure country in the world,” existing in an “incredibly benign strategic
environment.”'? Further, Wellington and Canberra were no longer assessed to be
a "single strategic entity” — a rejection of doctrine held since World War I1."3

This phase ended in 2017 when US President Donald Trump shifted focus towards
strategic competition, designating China and Russia “revisionist powers”, and
hardening aspects of US policy in the process.' This, the tightening alignment and
coordination between autocratic powers, especially China, Russia, Iran and North
Korea, and developments in the Indo-Pacific and specifically the South Pacific,
opened a fourth phase of interdependent strategic competition.’ In this, New
Zealand remains deeply connected to global markets, partners, data systems, and
institutions, but those connections now operate inside a more coercive geopo-
litical environment marked by US-China competition, technological decoupling,
Pacific contestation, and the return of deterrence and widespread re-armament.
Collectively, these developments have revived questions that never fully disap-

10 Clements, “New Zealand’s Role in Promoting a Nuclear-Free Pacific”; Capie, “Nuclear-Free New Zealand.”

11 Fukuyama, “The End of History?”

12 Clark, “Face the Nation.”

13 Armstrong, “PM Shuns ‘Single’ Defense Entity.”

14 The White House, National Security Strategy of the United States of America, p. 25.

15 Steff, New Zealand's Geopolitics and the US-China Competition; Institute for the Study of War, “Adversary Entente Cooperation
at Russia's Shahed Factory”; Mokry, “Security Ties between Autocracies.”
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peared: who secures New Zealand’s sea lines of communication? Who processes
the information on which Wellington acts? And what happens if New Zealand
cannot contribute credibly to the coalitions on which it depends?

A historical takeaway that could influence the speed and depth of New Zealand's
adoption of defense Al is the nuclear-free rupture. It showed that Wellington was
willing to absorb alliance costs when a military-technology issue collided with
sovereignty and public legitimacy.’® Al and autonomous systems are not nuclear
weapons, but they lead to similar questions: which technologies are acceptable?
Who decides how they are used? Can Wellington make strategically rational
decisions free from domestic politics? And a new question: what if China, New
Zealand's largest trading partner, decides to materially sanction Wellington for
becoming too military-technologically aligned with Australia and the US? For New
Zealand the next sovereignty dispute may not be about whether a ship is nucle-
ar-powered but whether New Zealand data, sensors, software, or operators are
quietly embedded in an allied kill chain.

Al is therefore set to alter the material basis of alliance dependence. In the twen-
tieth century, such dependence centred on ships, aircraft, intelligence access,
logistics, and treaty assurance; in the emerging environment, it increasingly rests
on the digital and organizational conditions that allow platforms to function inside
a trusted allied ecosystem including interoperable data standards, cloud servic-
es, software updates, sensor-fusion architectures, cyber accreditation, and ma-
chine-speed command-and-control. Defense Al should therefore be understood as
extending, rather than replacing, an older network-centric logic that, since the late
1990s, has argued that military advantage rests less on platforms in isolation than
on the ability to connect sensors, commanders, shooters, and support systems
through trusted information networks."” What is changing is the depth and fragility
of that dependence. Platforms still matter, as does their number, but their military
value increasingly depends on whether they can remain connected, updated,
protected, and effective when networks are degraded or denied.

New Zealand has not abandoned liberal internationalism, but what has changed
is the official language around risk and military utility as a realist assessment of
the strategic environment has come to the fore.” The 2025 Defense Capability
Plan speaks openly about a combat-capable force, enhanced strike, deterrence,
persistent surveillance, cyber and information effects, space capabilities, and

16 Catalinac, “Why New Zealand Took Itself out of ANZUS"; Capie, “Nuclear-Free New Zealand”; Cohen, “Different Fears, Same
Alliance.”

17 Cebrowski/Garstka, “Network-Centric Warfare,” pp. 28-35.

18 Ministry of Defense, “Defense Policy Review Milestone Reached”; Luxon, “Securing New Zealand's Future in a More Volatile
World.”
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closer integration with Australia.” This language was largely non-existent in New
Zealand’s capstone documents only five years ago. Current New Zealand Prime
Minister Christopher Luxon'’s statement that the NZDF must be a “force multiplier”
for Australia and will become part of a joint Australia-New Zealand — or ANZAC -
force (Plan ANZAC is discussed below) captures the same shift.?> New Zealand is
relearning, albeit very belatedly relative to the mounting challenges and threats
posed to its interests, that moral preferences, distance, and trade do not remove
the need for credible capability. Wellington has finally accepted that the end of
history is over, and its citizens can only hope that the relatively unhurried nature
in which it has responded to the deteriorating strategic environment — the assess-
ment New Zealand officially reached in 2021%" — by outlining a plan in 2026 to
rejuvenate the NZDF will not be too late for when future crises or conflicts occur.

New Zealand is not neutral in the unfolding global strategic competition. It is

allied with Australia, close to the US, embedded in Five Eyes, connected to NATO
through the Indo-Pacific Four, deepening defense ties with countries in Southeast
Asia and Japan, and increasingly aligned with partners concerned about coercion,
gray-zone activity, and seeking to preserve a favorable regional balance of power.

19 Ministry of Defense, Defense Capability Plan 2025.
20 Associated Press, “New Zealand and Australia Seek Closer Military Ties.”
21 Ministry of Defense, Defence Assessment 2021.
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2 Thinking
About
Defense Al

AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA



Wellington's strategic culture rarely justifies technology to achieve military advan-
tage or dominance. Instead, it is typically justified as a necessity that supports
partnerships and humanitarian-related contributions.? Given that disposition, it is
unsurprising that New Zealand has no defense Al strategy: there is no dedicated
Al command, no roadmap, no milestones. What it has instead is Al mentioned
across the capstone documents in fragments, with vocabulary like digitalization,
C5ISRT, intelligence fusion, uncrewed systems, human-machine teaming. The
pieces are there; a program to pull them together is not.%

New Zealand faces an acute, data-heavy operational problem: it must monitor
large maritime spaces, respond to gray-zone activity, support Pacific partners, pro-
tect sea lines of communication, contribute to sanctions monitoring and coalition
operations, and maintain awareness in the Southern Ocean and Antarctica. A small
force cannot do this through human-intensive methods alone.?* Al is important
under these conditions as it can help small militaries overcome their material limits
by improving data fusion, decision speed, autonomous reconnaissance, logistics,
training, and human protection, while also warning that late adoption can leave
small states dependent and less useful to allies.?

Raska’s concept of “reverse asymmetry” captures the kind of defense Al advan-
tage available to small states. New Zealand cannot match larger powers in scale,
mass, or sovereign industrial depth, and should not imitate major-power Al pro-
grams wholesale. For a small military, Al's value lies in facilitating selective, niche,
and operationally relevant capabilities that offset material scarcity. Al can help the
NZDF see more, decide faster, sustain scarce platforms, protect personnel, train
more realistically, and remain useful to partners.?¢ Successful reverse asymmetry
will depend on New Zealand's ability to absorb, test, adapt, sustain, and govern
Al-enabled systems. Recent benchmarking gives little comfort as New Zealand’s
declining OECD Digital Government Index score (discussed in more detail below)
suggests the public-sector data, governance and delivery foundations on which
absorptive capacity rests are eroding.?

New Zealand's defense choices are deeply conditioned by Australia, Five Eyes,

US systems, and partner expectations. This collides with sometimes exaggerated
assertions that Wellington maintains a staunchly ‘independent’ foreign policy. This
could be a factor in domestic discussions around how defense Al technologies are

22 New Zealand Government, Secure Together; Ministry of Defense, Defense Policy and Strategy Statement.

23 New Zealand Army, Future Land Operating Concept 2035; Ministry of Defense, Defense Capability Plan 2025; Ministry of De-
fense, Long-term Insights Briefing; Ministry of Defense and New Zealand Defense Force, Strategic Industrial Base Statement.

24 Brady, China as a Polar Great Power; Ministry of Defense, Defense Policy and Strategy Statement; Steff, New Zealand'’s Geopoli-
tics and the US-China Competition.

25 Steff, “Artificial Intelligence: Implications for Small States”; Raska, “Reimagining Defense Innovation.”

26 Raska, “Reimagining Defense Innovation.”

27 OECD, Government at a Glance 2025.
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understood and the hard questions surrounding Al-enabled targeting, near or fully
autonomous weapons, offensive cyber, surveillance, and opaque decision-making.
Autonomous weapons already require official responses, with Wellington arguing
that new international law to prohibit/regulate autonomous weapon systems

is needed where existing humanitarian law is insufficient. At the same time, it
endorses the US Political Declaration on Responsible Military Use of Artificial
Intelligence and Autonomy to remain inside important partner discussions.?® This
could pose a dilemma in time as New Zealand seeks advanced military technology
without abandoning a more restrictive legal and ethical posture.

There is a real but narrow public debate in New Zealand, focused largely on auton-
omous weapons and lethal autonomy rather than on the wider set of defense Al
issues addressed throughout this report. Regulatory questions are handled mainly
through MFAT’s disarmament diplomacy, especially the UN/CCW Group of Govern-
mental Experts and the autonomous-weapons track. This includes the 2021 Cabinet
paper, Autonomous Weapons Systems: New Zealand Policy Position and Approach
for International Engagement,?” the 2024 reaffirmation of that position, and MFAT's
April 2025 submission, Artificial Intelligence in the Military Domain, to the UN Secre-
tary-General through the UN Office for Disarmament Affairs.*® Through this process,
Wellington has argued for new international rules and limits on autonomous weap-
ons where existing humanitarian law is insufficient.3! Yet the domestic governance
base is thinning given MFAT’s Autonomous Weapon Systems Working Group,
established in 2022, is “paused.”¥ Beyond government, debate consists mainly

of occasional reporting, some academic research,® and civil-society pressure from
the Aotearoa New Zealand Campaign to Stop Killer Robots, coordinated by Peace
Movement Aotearoa since 2013. The most striking data point remains MFAT's 2021
Kantar Public survey, which found that 72 percent of New Zealanders opposed the
use of autonomous weapons systems in war.>* The campaign’s pressure, including
the 2020 “Act Now on Killer Robots” petition, culminated in New Zealand's 2021
commitment to pursue new international rules and limits on autonomous weapons,
including controls to ensure sufficient human control or oversight.® In short — a

28 MFAT, New Zealand Disarmament and Arms Control Strategy 2024-2026; Faulks, “AUKUS and the Trans-Tasman Relationship.”

29 Office of the Minister for Disarmament and Arms Control, Autonomous Weapons Systems: New Zealand Policy Position and
Approach for International Engagement.

30 MFAT, New Zealand: Artificial Intelligence in the Military Domain.

31 Cabinet External Relations and Security Committee, Autonomous Weapons Systems: New Zealand Policy Position and Approach
for International Engagement.

32 MFAT, “Autonomous Weapon Systems.”

33 Moses, New Zealand’s Autonomous Weapons Challenge; for reporting, see articles written by Phil Pennington (some of which
are cited in this report) for Radio New Zealand.

34 Kantar Public, Autonomous Weapons Systems, pp. 4, 9.

35 Aotearoa New Zealand Campaign to Stop Killer Robots, Submission on the ‘Act Now on Killer Robots’ Petition to Parliament, pp.
2, 8-9; Human Rights Watch, “New Zealand Comes Off the Fence on Autonomous Weapons”; Cabinet External Relations and
Security Committee, Autonomous Weapons Systems: New Zealand Policy Position and Approach for International Engagement;
Twyford, “Government Commits to International Effort to Ban and Regulate Killer Robots.”
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debate of sorts exists but focused on lethal autonomy rather than the broader
defense Al agenda.

The South Pacific is where New Zealand's harder-edged defense outlook is
becoming most visible because it is no longer a diplomatic and development
space. Rather, it is officially recognized as a “strategic theatre.”3¢ Wellington and
its partners’ main concern is that China has adopted a multidimensional regional
strategy that moves beyond trade and diplomatic engagement into security-rel-
evant domains.*” This includes strategic partnership diplomacy, development
finance, digital infrastructure, policing cooperation, and military ties. Most sig-
nificant is China’s financing of, and use of state-owned enterprises in, at least 50
infrastructure investments that offer dual-use value for surveillance, naval mobility,
and/or future logistics access. This includes 26 airports or airstrips, 12 of which
can accommodate Chinese military transport aircraft.*® China also has port, wharf,
fisheries, aviation, and logistics projects across Papua New Guinea, Solomon
Islands, Nauru, Samoa, Vanuatu, Kiribati, Fiji, the Federated States of Micronesia,
and the Cook Islands. The correlation between PRC investment and South Pa-
cific countries with ports deep enough to harbor PLA Navy vessels is especially
significant as it suggests China is seeking positions that will allow it to challenge
the unimpeded naval access New Zealand, Australia and the US have long taken
for granted across the region (Ibid). Moreover, the 2022 China—Solomon Islands
security agreement was a warning, as the leaked draft provided that the latter
could request China to send “police, armed police, military personnel and other
law enforcement and armed forces” to operate in the country.®

For New Zealand, this is why defense Al matters: maritime domain awareness,
anomaly detection, satellite data, cyber monitoring, fisheries surveillance, logis-
tics intelligence, and data fusion will be central to understanding how influence,
access, and coercion are evolving across the Pacific. In this contest, Pacific Island
states have agency and define priorities largely around climate change, fisheries,
sovereignty, maritime boundaries, infrastructure, development, and diplomacy.*
That has implications for defense Al because, to the extent it enables operations
related to Pacific priorities and supports Pacific sovereignty, it will be welcomed.
Operation Kurukuru is an example. It combines regional information-sharing, sat-
ellite monitoring, aerial surveillance, patrol assets, and coordinated enforcement
against illegal, unreported, and unregulated fishing.*’

36 Ministry of Defense, Defense Policy and Strategy Statement, p. 22.

37 New Zealand Government, Secure Together, p. 5.

38 Yang, China’s Dual-Use Infrastructure in the Pacific.

39 People’s Republic of China and Solomon Islands, Framework Agreement ... on Security Cooperation.
40Fry/Tarte, The New Pacific Diplomacy; Fry, Framing the Islands; Smith and Wesley-Smith, The China Alternative.
41 Pacific Islands Forum Fisheries Agency, “Operation Kurukuru 2024 Successfully Concludes.”
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In contrast, capabilities that appear to turn the Pacific into a passive sensor field
for external strategic competition and that could, in a future regional crisis or con-
flict, implicate South Pacific nations, will be harder to legitimate. Such capabilities
are already being developed, trialed, and moved toward production, including
Anduril’s Al-enabled Seabed Sentry undersea sensor network and Australia’s Ghost
Shark autonomous undersea vehicle.*? Through AUKUS Pillar I, related capabilities
are also being advanced through the first “signature project” on UUV payloads
and enabling systems, maritime-autonomy experiments, and Al/ML algorithms
demonstrated on P-8A aircraft for undersea-data processing, target identification,
ISR, and anti-submarine warfare.** Taken together, these developments point
toward an increasingly networked Indo-Pacific surveillance and anti-subma-
rine-warfare architecture.**

The advent of the Australia-United Kingdom-United States (AUKUS) trilateral secu-
rity partnership in September 2021 makes these issues harder to avoid but is also
an opportunity for Wellington. Despite the New Zealand Prime Minister endorsing
AUKUS as strengthening “regional security and stability”, and public polling show-
ing support for the partnership, Wellington has not joined Pillar Il but the associat-
ed technologies — Al, autonomy, cyber, quantum, undersea capabilities, hyperson-
ics — are precisely those that will shape future allied interoperability.*® This reflects
the wider transition the 2026 Long-term Insights Briefing captures as a shift from
“software supporting hardware” to “hardware supporting software.”* Traditional
physical platforms still matter, but their military value increasingly depends on
sensors, data links, software updates, algorithms, cyber resilience, and integration
Even without formal participation, AUKUS will influence standards, exercises,
information-sharing, and expectations of technological compatibility. The practical
difficulty, with domestic political implications, is that these Pillar 2 technologies are
precisely those that will deepen Wellington’s integration into allied networks and
ecosystems. Yet, a force that cannot plug into allied Al-enabled systems may find
itself present but operationally peripheral and even a liability. It could be wiped
out swiftly by an adversary with superior defense Al.

Plan ANZAC, signed in March 2026 by the respective New Zealand and Australian
Ministers of Defense, is the clearest expression of this direction of travel. It seeks
to “operationalise” the alliance so the NZDF and Australian Defense Force (ADF)

42 Anduril, “Anduril Introduces Seabed Sentry Undersea Sensor Network”; Australian Government, “First Autonomous Undersea
Vehicle ‘Ghost Shark’ Prototype Ready”; Advanced Strategic Capabilities Accelerator, “Ghost Shark - Mission Zero.”

43 Ministry of Defence, “AUKUS Pillar Il Fact Sheet: Uncrewed Undersea Vehicles - Payloads and Enabling Systems”; GOV.UK,
“AUKUS Statement: 26 September 2024"; Australian Department of Defence, “Al Takes Flight on Talisman Sabre.”

44 GOV.UK, "AUKUS Statement: 26 September 2024"; Ministry of Defence, “AUKUS Pillar Il Fact Sheet: Uncrewed Undersea Vehi-

cles - Payloads and Enabling Systems”; Australian Department of Defence, “Al Takes Flight on Talisman Sabre.”

Curia Market Research, “Curia Poll on AUKUS"; Asia New Zealand Foundation, Perceptions of Asia 2025; Faulks, “AUKUS and the

Trans-Tasman Relationship”; Steff, New Zealand’s Geopolitics and the US-China Competition; Luxon and Albanese, “Austral-

ia-New Zealand Leaders’ Meeting 2026 Joint Statement”; Macaulay, “Is NZ Defense and Intelligence Policy Aligning with AUKUS

in All but Name?”

Ministry of Defense, Long-term Insights Briefing, p. 49.
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act “seamlessly as an increasingly integrated, combat capable Anzac force by
2035"% This requires “deep interoperability and interchangeability” and will en-
hance New Zealand's role as a “force multiplier”.*® Plan ANZAC makes Australian
compatibility a central driver of New Zealand’s defense Al pathway: shared aware-
ness, common data standards, interoperable command-and-control systems and
joint sustainment. A deeper challenge is that the two nations are diverging on the
foundations their interoperability depends on. The OECD’s 2025 Digital Govern-
ment Index ranks Australia 2nd while New Zealand sits in the lower tier - Welling-
ton’s score fell from 0.52 in 2023 to 0.34 in 2025, even as the OECD average rose
to 0.70. New Zealand now ranks 35th out of 42.% This widens the digital-maturity
gap and reinforces the risk that the NZDF is becoming a junior, digitally depend-
ent partner within an increasingly integrated ANZAC force.

This generates accountability and sovereign-use problems. Traditional coalition
operations allowed New Zealand to apply national caveats to deployments,
missions, and rules of engagement. However, Al-enabled and networked coa-
lition systems may make qualifications harder to execute if data is fused before
decision-makers understand its downstream use, if partner targeting processes
become integrated, and/or if network standards are controlled by larger states.
Warnings about a Five Eyes “network empire”*® are not sufficient to reject inte-
gration given what is at stake, but they are a reason to govern and understand

it carefully. NZDF already participates in US-led Project Convergence, exposing

it to command-and-control, fire-control, sensor, and human-machine integration
experiments at a scale it cannot reproduce domestically.>" Project Overmatch is
similar, focused on Five Eyes maritime warfare, seeking resilient communications,
network connectivity, and interoperability.® Wellington also now participates in
Project Arcadia, a Five Eyes effort to build a shared, Al-enabled battlefield com-
mand system. This is a data-exchange layer on top of existing national systems - a
choice several partners requested because their own acquisition rules and security
constraints limit how fast national software can change. Apparently, each nation’s
sovereign requirements are maintained in this fused Five Eyes arrangement,
including protecting their own data and retaining control over what is shared with
whom, and the NZDF is not yet using it.>

Project Overmatch also illustrates the importance of human-machine teaming
(HMT). HMT - defined broadly in the Long-Term Insights Briefing®* — is the collab-

47 Australian Government, Operationalizing the Australia-New Zealand Alliance.

48 (Ibid)

49 OECD, Government at a Glance 2025.

50 de Jong, “Network Empire.”

51 Pennington, “The Future of Warfare”; Pennington, “Military Robots and Thinking Trucks.”

52 Naval Information Warfare Systems Command, “Project Overmatch and Five Eyes Coalition Partners Strengthen Ties.”
53 Pennington, “New Zealand Joins US Project to Accelerate Al Warfighting.”

54 Ministry of Defense, Long-term Insights Briefing.
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orative use of Al/ML systems, robots, drones, and decision aids alongside humans.
In practice it will manifest as a shift from direct control toward mission guidance,
supervision, validation, and the decision points machines are not authorized to
take. As teaming moves from benign decision-support toward systems that can
select or engage targets, it raises the unresolved problem of meaningful human
control and accountability — questions that carry particular weight in New Zealand,
given public opposition to autonomous weapons (indicated in the Kantar Public
survey noted above), a disarmament-minded strategic culture, and citizens’ data-
and algorithmic-sovereignty concerns.

Against this background and given the nascent status of defense Al in New
Zealand, Table 1 serves as a discussion tool. The three scenarios set out different
futures for New Zealand's prospective defense Al ambition, arranged so that the
level of adoption and allied integration dials up from one to the next. It includes:
(1) non-adoption and falling behind; (2) an interoperable fast-follower anchored in
Plan ANZAC; and (3) full allied networked integration and interchangeability with
US and Australian forces.
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Table 1: Three Scenarios for New Zealand's Future Defense Al Options

Scenario description

Frontier-Al & model
access

Interoperability &
alliance integration

Operational capability
(reverse asymmetry)

Sovereignty & national
control

Scenario 1: Falling Behind (Non-Adoption)

New Zealand declines to invest meaningfully in defense
Al or to keep pace with frontier models. Capability stays
platform-centric and human-intensive, and the NZDF
drifts behind most developed states and China. The
‘Small Force, Big Data’ problem goes unanswered.

No reliable access to, or absorption of, frontier mod-
els; reliance on legacy and off-the-shelf tools that are
rapidly obsolescent.

A widening interoperability gap; the NZDF risks being
present but operationally peripheral, or even a liability,
in coalition operations.

Limited maritime-domain awareness and ISR fusion;
scale cannot be offset — too much ocean, too few
platforms and analysts.

High nominal autonomy but little capacity to exercise it;
decisions are increasingly shaped by others by default.

Scenario 2: Interoperable Fast-Follower

New Zealand adopts selectively and sits a step behind
the frontier but deliberately tracks with Australia. Through
Plan ANZAC - and, more loosely, the US and Five Eyes

- it stays interoperable and ‘good enough’ to contribute.
Reverse asymmetry is partly realized.

Access to near-frontier models via allied and commerecial
channels, typically one cycle behind, and dependent on
partner/vendor release decisions (e.g. export-control
suspensions such as Fable 5/Mythos 5).

Working interoperability with Australia under Plan ANZAC
and partial US/Five Eyes compatibility; a credible niche
contributor.

Meaningful gains in Maritime Domain Awareness (MDA),
ISR fusion, decision support, sustainment, and uncrewed
systems; selective, niche reverse asymmetry is achieved.

Some sovereign control retained provided caveats are
technically executable and systems are designed to keep
working when access is withdrawn, spoofed, or fails.

Scenario 3: Full Allied Networked Integration

New Zealand pursues full integration and interchangeability with US and
Australian forces, fielding frontier defense Al and operating inside a seam-
less allied Al network. Capability is maximized, but independent room for
maneuver is minimized.

Access to the latest allied frontier models and data but bundled with deep
reliance on US/Australian pipelines, cloud services, and update streams.

Full interoperability and interchangeability; NZDF nodes plug directly into
US/Australian command-and-control, sensors, and fires.

Top-tier capability across the kill-web (machine-speed sensing, targeting,
and fires) - but the effect is realized only inside the allied network.

Sovereignty is most at risk as fused data and partner-controlled processes
make national caveats hard to apply, and the question ‘can the NZDF oper-
ate if access is withdrawn?’ becomes acute.

Industrial base & eco-
system

Domestic dual-use firms wither or move offshore; an
already thin defense-industrial base erodes further.

The Technology Accelerator and Defense Science and
Technology uplift link select firms (sensing, autono-
my, space) to real problems; modest sovereign niches
emerge.

Strong demand-pull and allied integration for industry, but standards and IP
are set by larger partners, raising dependence on imported systems.

political-cultural fit

lic expectations of a capable, useful force. The NZDF
becomes a coast guard.

cue, humanitarian assistance and disaster relief (HADR),
fisheries, and Pacific priorities, with autonomy and target-
ing kept at arm’s length.

Key risks Strategic irrelevance and coalition liability; without Al, | Perpetual lag and partner/vendor leverage; the gap with Becoming a junior, digitally dependent partner; entanglement in others’ kill
geography itself becomes a liability. The NZDF is easily | Australia widens if digital foundations (e.g. the OECD chains; loss of independent judgment and exit options.
defeated in future conflict. Digital Government Index) keep slipping.

Legitimacy & Avoids contentious Al-targeting debates, but fails pub- | Easier to legitimate - emphasis on MDA, search and res- | Difficult to legitimate without clear argumentation of the stakes - partici-

pation in partner-controlled targeting and kill chains tests New Zealand's
strategic culture, citizens’ data and algorithmic sovereignty, and Pacific ex-
pectations. Nonetheless, the trajectory of the Al arms race means Wellington
may not have a choice if it wants to field a state-of-the-art defense Al-enabled
force.

Source: Author
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3 Developing
Defense Al
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No single document assigns Al responsibilities across the NZDF or explains how
Al will be integrated into capability lifecycles. New Zealand’s defense Al path is
therefore incremental and capability-driven rather than organized through a single
program. Its development priorities have to be inferred from relevant capstone
documents, which point to a more data-centric force, greater use of uncrewed
systems, and deeper integration with partners. Al is entering through digital foun-
dations, ISR, uncrewed and counter-uncrewed systems, space, cyber, sustainment,
software-enabled platforms, and industry engagement.** New Zealand’s partners
will mediate this path and, in some areas, plausibly determine it.

New Zealand's defense Al research and development runs across three connect-
ed layers. The in-house engine is Defense Science and Technology (DST), the
NZDF's research arm, whose published priorities include autonomous systems,
counter-autonomy, ship self-protection, and advanced sensors and effectors.* This
defense-specific work is shaped by the capability priorities in the 2025 Defense
Capability Plan and the Long-term Insights Briefing: maritime domain awareness,
ISR and data fusion, uncrewed and counter-uncrewed systems, space-domain
awareness, decision support, and sustainment.

Above this sits a wider civil-dual-use research layer that Defense can draw on,
including MBIE's Al Research Platform and its shortlisted concepts for autonomous
intelligence and physical Al in complex real-world environments.*” The Technology
Accelerator then provides the main connective mechanism between that research
base, industry, and NZDF military problems.>® Read together, the layers define a
practical R&D agenda: autonomy, maritime sensing and data fusion, space-domain
awareness, counter-autonomy, and the protection and sustainment of a small
force.

ISR is the first priority. New Zealand’s geography makes persistent awareness a
strategic necessity. Collection is only the beginning. Data from P-8A operations,
long-range remotely piloted aircraft, uncrewed surface vessels, maritime helicop-
ters, space services, counter-UAS systems, open-source feeds, and partners must
be processed, fused, interpreted, and disseminated quickly.*” The P-8A gives New
Zealand a high-end maritime patrol and anti-submarine capability; uncrewed and
space-enabled systems can expand persistence.

5

3,1

Ministry of Defense, Defense Capability Plan 2025; Ministry of Defense, Defense Industry Strategy 2025; Ministry of Defense,
Long-term Insights Briefing; Ministry of Defense and New Zealand Defense Force, Strategic Industrial Base Statement.

56 New Zealand Defense Force, “Defense Science and Technology: Our Science.”

57 Beehive, “Next Steps in Advanced Tech Research”; MBIE, “Concepts Selected for Al Research Platform.”

58 Beehive, “Building a Strong and Resilient Defense Industry”; Ministry of Defense, Defense Industry Strategy 2025.

59 Ministry of Defense, Defense Capability Plan 2025; Ministry of Defense, Long-term Insights Briefing; Steff, “Our Region Is Now a
Strategic Theater’.”

Ministry of Defense and New Zealand Defense Force, Strategic Industrial Base Statement; Steff, “Our Region Is Now a Strategic
Theater'”
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Interoperability is the next driver. New Zealand must operate with Australia, the
US, the UK, Canada, and increasingly Japan and select Indo-Pacific partners.¢'
Technological compatibility will become a precondition for theater entry.®? Five
Eyes technology integration will shape whether New Zealand can be a useful node
in coalition operations as allied modernization moves deeper into digital networks,
autonomy, cyber, and advanced data-sharing.* A current example is Project Arca-
dia, the Five Eyes command-and-control initiative New Zealand joined in 2026 to
upgrade the systems it uses to communicate and share data with its partners.®

The strategic documents make clear that conditions New Zealand once treated
as background and permanent — like supply chains, cyber connectivity, commer-
cial communications, and technology access — are now contested. Wellington

is focused on generating resiliency with the Strategic Industrial Base Statement
asserting a “sovereign industry” is required for uncrewed and counter-uncrewed
systems, space capabilities, and sustainment.®®

3.1 R&D, Industry, and Dual-use Innovation: New
Zealand's Emerging Defense Al Ecosystem

The defense Al pathway described above depends on a small but usable dual-use
ecosystem. This is where reverse asymmetry can be generated: not by owning

the full defense Al stack, but by linking operational users, domestic firms, testing
environments, trusted suppliers, and allied pathways faster than the procurement
system normally permits. The relevant base is dispersed across software, space,
robotics, sensing, cyber, advanced manufacturing, aerospace, geospatial analytics,
and simulation, rather than concentrated in large sovereign prime contractors.®
The central problem is conversion: connecting promising firms to real defense
problems quickly enough to matter, without losing them to larger overseas mar-
kets or burying them under slow procurement processes. That risk is heightened
by New Zealand's continuing outward flow of citizens.®” A thin defense-indus-

trial base cannot afford to lose the firms and people it needs for capacity and
resilience.

61 Ministry of Defense, Defense Policy and Strategy Statement; Ministry of Defense, Defense Capability Plan 2025.

62 Ministry of Defense, Long-term Insights Briefing.

63 Salt and Wilner, “Emerging Technology and Five Eyes.”

64 Pennington, “New Zealand Joins US Project to Accelerate Al Warfighting.”

65 Ministry of Defense and New Zealand Defense Force, Strategic Industrial Base Statement.

66 MBIE, New Zealand’s Artificial Intelligence Ecosystem; Ministry of Defense, Defense Industry Strategy 2025; Ministry of Defense
and New Zealand Defense Force, Strategic Industrial Base Statement.

67 Stats NZ, “International Migration: February 2025."
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Several initiatives are intended to give this ecosystem more structure. The Defense
Science and Technology uplift provides up to €24.8 million (NZ$50 million) over
2025-2028 for science and technology research, development, experimentation,
evaluation, and risk reduction, including in ISR, autonomy, sensing, and emerging
technology.®® The Technology Accelerator plays a more applied role: it is designed
to pull high-technology firms toward specific NZDF problems and move selected
prototypes toward service-ready capability.

The Syos Aerospace agreement is a recent successful example. In 2026, the Gov-
ernment announced that Syos's New Zealand-made uncrewed systems would be
trialed by the NZDF. Syos is supplying systems across air, land, and sea, including
the SG400 uncrewed ground vehicle, SM300 uncrewed surface vessel, SA2 ISR
drone, and SA7 one-way effector drones.®” Army and Navy trials are expected to
cover logistics, maritime patrol, and route reconnaissance, while Syos has referred
to potential integration with Hirtenberger Defense Technology’s New Zealand-built
Arcfire fire-control system and the NZDF battle-management system.”®

While Syos is New Zealand-founded, it now operates as a UK-New Zealand trans-
national defense-technology company with R&D, manufacturing, and production
facilities in both countries and an operational and support presence in Ukraine.
The UK Government has announced contracts worth £30 million for Syos drones
to be used in Ukraine, with production linked to the company’s Fareham manufac-
turing facility and UK subcontractors.”” The significance here is not just that Syos
makes drones but that its value lies in its autonomy software, sensors, operator
interfaces, communications links, mission planning, training systems, data process-
ing and battle-management integration. Furthermore, Syos's practical experience
in Ukraine gives New Zealand a concrete example of rapid feedback between
users, industrial adaptation, and uncrewed capability. Lessons learned may be
applicable to other strategic theaters, like the Pacific.

Industry is already moving to exploit the trans-Tasman integration Plan ANZAC and
Australia’s National Defense Strategy call for. In April 2026 the Taranaki Alliance signed
a memorandum of understanding with Newcastle’s Hunter Net, linking what Venture
Taranaki called “complementary industrial ecosystems” across the two regions’? — a
small but concrete instance of the connection on which reverse asymmetry depends.

68 Beehive, “Building a Strong and Resilient Defense Industry”; Craymer, “New Zealand Announces Plans to Boost Local Defense
Sector”; Ministry of Defense, Defense Industry Strategy 2025; Ministry of Defense, Defense Capability Plan 2025; Pennington,
“Defense Force Holds Flurry of High-Tech Meetings.”

69 Beehive, “Kiwi Drones to Boost Defense Capability.”

70 Beehive, “Kiwi Drones to Boost Defense Capability”; SYOS Aerospace, “SYOS Drones to Boost Defense Capabilities”; Weekes,
“New Arms Industry in New Zealand.”

71 UK Prime Minister’s Office, “UK to Step Up Military Partnership with New Zealand as Both Countries Drive Forward Defense and
Security Agenda”, 2025.

72 Venture Taranaki, “Taranaki Strengthens Trans-Tasman Industry Ties.”
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Beyond Syos, New Zealand has a deeper bench of firms and research institutions
working in areas relevant to defense Al.73 It does not amount to a sovereign de-
fense Al industry, but it shows more dual-use capability than the country is usually
credited with. When mapped against NZDF missions, the ecosystem clusters

in three areas where a small force stands to gain most: maritime sensing and

data fusion, autonomy and robotics, and space, geospatial, and secure-network
capabilities.

Maritime sensing and data fusion is the most obvious cluster because it addresses
the basic problem of watching too much ocean with too few hulls. Starboard is
already using Al for illegal-fishing detection; X-craft builds Al-enabled surface
craft; Element X works in underwater acoustics and machine learning; and Aware
Group has capabilities in computer vision and acoustic detection. This is the
cluster where a New Zealand firm could realistically move from prototype to fleet
use against a problem the NZDF genuinely has. The second cluster is autonomy
and robotics: Aeronavics and Fenix UAS in the air, Marine Al at sea, Robotics Plus
and Rocos on land, and simulation houses such as Eight360 and Company-X, the
latter of which built the Royal New Zealand Navy's Flight Deck Officer simulator.
The talent base is real even if scale remains hard to achieve.

The value of these firms to Defense depends on whether procurement can pull
useful prototypes into service before the firms seek larger markets overseas.
Massey University School of Aviation’s partnership with high-technology consultan-
cy Latent is a recent entry into this ecosystem, offering a human-machine teaming
course that “introduces the concepts and practical foundations of integrating
autonomous systems into the flight plans and thinking of pilots.”’* The dual-use
applications are obvious.

New Zealand is also beginning to build capability around the human dimensions
of defense Al. Kétui Dynamics, focused on human-autonomous systems teaming
across defense, aerospace, and civil sectors, reflects growing recognition that
training, trust, supervision, organizational adaptation, and workforce development
will matter as much as the technologies themselves. Its by-line, “human judge-
ment — autonomous advantage,” frames autonomy as a source of advantage while
keeping human judgement at the center of decision-making: a human-in-the-loop
posture.”

73 ‘New Zealand firms' is used here in a broad sense to include New Zealand-founded, New Zealand-based, and New Zea-
land-linked firms and organizations. Several are now foreign-owned, transnational, or foreign firms with New Zealand ties and
relevance rather than wholly New Zealand-owned companies.

74 Dallas, “New course navigates evolving relationship between pilots and drones.”

75 Kotui Dynamics, company profile.
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The third cluster is space, geospatial capability, and secure networks. Rocket Lab
makes New Zealand a launch state in its own right; Dawn Aerospace, Kea Aero-
space and Leolabs’ radar tie it into allied space, ISR and space-domain awareness
networks. Orbica, Seequent and Oceanum supply the geospatial and ocean-intelli-
gence layer. Meanwhile, Tait Communications, Rakon, Endace, RedShield, Bastion
Security Group and ZX Security provide secure communications, connectivity and
cyber defense.

Figure 3 lays out the broader landscape and includes several firms not discussed
above. The point is not the length of the list. It is that New Zealand has dual-use
depth in exactly the areas its geography and force structure need. The gap is
therefore not simply capability, but the interstitial pathways that connect that ca-
pability to Defense’® and the means to retain firms and people amid the country’s
continuing brain-drain.””

The national research base is broadening as well. The Ministry of Business Inno-
vation and Employment’s (MBIE) 2025 Al Strategy frames New Zealand as an Al
adopter and niche innovator rather than a foundational-model power, while noting
that generative Al adoption could add €38 billion (NZ$76 billion) to the economy
by 2038.7% It points to the University of Waikato's WEKA software — an open-source
tool for machine learning and data mining released in 1996 and still in use — as

a longstanding New Zealand contribution to global Al. The proposed Aotearoa
Institute for Autonomous Intelligence aims to develop Al and autonomous systems
for aerospace, marine, primary-industry, and difficult operating environments.”

MBIE’s Al Research Platform process also shortlisted concepts focused on autono-
my and physical Al: systems able to sense, learn, and act in complex outdoor con-
ditions, including oceans, rugged terrain, extreme weather, and remote environ-
ments.8’ These are not defense programs per se, but they have relevance as the
operating conditions they emphasize are precisely those the NZDF must master in
the Pacific, Southern Ocean, Antarctica, and for dispersed coalition operations.

Aerospace and advanced manufacturing are significant areas for New Zealand,
especially as Rocket Lab gives New Zealand strategic significance as a launch
state and connects the country to allied space, ISR, and security networks.®' Kea
Aerospace’s high-altitude persistent remote-sensing work, the Canterbury aero-
space ecosystem, and facilities such as Tawhaki National Aerospace Center point

76 MBIE, New Zealand's Artificial Intelligence Ecosystem; Ministry of Defense, Defense Industry Strategy 2025; Ministry of Defense
and New Zealand Defense Force, Strategic Industrial Base Statement.

77 Stats NZ, “International Migration: February 2025."

78 MBIE, New Zealand's Strategy for Artificial Intelligence, p. 2.

79 Beehive, “Next Steps in Advanced Tech Research.”

80 MBIE, “Concepts Selected for Al Research Platform.”

81 Steff, New Zealand'’s Geopolitics and the US-China Competition.
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Figure 3: New Zealand's Dual-Use Defense Ecosystem
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Websites for the firms/organizations noted in the figure: Starboard Maritime Intelligence, https://www.starboard.nz; X-craft, https://www.x-craft.co.nz; Aware Group, https://awaregroup.com; Element X, https://www.elementx.ai/; Aeronavics, https://aeronavics.com; Fenix UAS, https://fenixuas.nz; Robotics Plus,
https://www.roboticsplus.co.nz; Rocos, https://www.rocos.io; Eight360, https://www.eight360.com; Company-X, https://www.companyx.com; Kotui Dynamics, https://www.linkedin.com/company/kétuidynamics; Massey University School of Aviation, https://www.massey.ac.nz/about/colleges-schools-and-insti-
tutes/school-of-aviation/; Latent, https://www.latentservice.com/; Rocket Lab, https://www.rocketlabusa.com; Dawn Aerospace, https://www.dawnaerospace.com; Kea Aerospace, https://www.keaaerospace.com; LeoLabs, https://leolabs.space; Orbica, https://orbica.com; Seequent, https://www.seequent.com;
Oceanum, https://oceanum.io; Tait Communications, https://www.taitcommunications.com; Rakon, https://www.rakon.com; Endace, https://www.endace.com; RedShield, https://www.redshield.co; Bastion Security Group, https://www.bastionsecurity.co.nz; ZX Security; Syos Aerospace, https://syos-aerospace.

com,; Hirtenberger Defence Technology, https://www.hirtenberger-defence.com (last accessed 1 July 2026).
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to capabilities relevant to environmental monitoring, maritime awareness, com-
munications, testing, and ISR-adjacent activity.®? This is part of the dual-use base
Defense can draw upon if pathways exist for experimentation, security accredita-
tion, procurement, export control, and sustainment.

Public-sector Al governance forms another part of the ecosystem. The Govern-
ment Chief Digital Officer's (GCDO) Public Service Al Framework emphasizes
responsible, risk-based, human-centered, and transparent Al adoption.®* The
Algorithm Charter for Aotearoa New Zealand — although non-binding — commits
signatory agencies, including the NZDF, to transparency, fairness, accountability,
human oversight, and public confidence in algorithm-informed use and deci-
sion-making.®* As such, the NZDF will inherit these commitments and will generally
not be able to treat Al as a purely military-technical matter.

A June 2025 NZDF OIA response stated that the NZDF was not using Al in
production or operational environments, only trialling Al and Al-enabled tools for
research in data processing, sensor processing, and modeling. For this reason,

it had no broad Al policy or framework governing it.% Since then, the NZDF has
begun adopting enterprise and generative-Al tools in lower-classification environ-
ments, but Al remains confined to experimentation and to Al-adjacent uncrewed
systems rather than to accredited operational or mission capabilities that units
depend on.® Consistent with this trajectory, MFAT's 2025 submission to the UN
Secretary-General on Artificial Intelligence in the Military Domain confirms that
the NZDF intends to pursue Al opportunities to improve operations and maintain
partner interoperability.?’

3.2 Uncrewed Systems: Maritime Applications and
Rapid Adaptation

The Strategic Industrial Base Statement: Uncrewed Systems and Uncrewed Coun-
ter Systems is one of three industrial-base priorities®® and draws lessons from
Ukraine which shows how smaller nations can challenge larger adversaries via
Al-adjacent warfare if they rapidly adopt, adapt, and integrate technology with

82 ChristchurchNZz, “Case Study: Kea Aerospace”; Defsec, “Tawhaki National Aerospace Center Opens.”

83 GCDO, Public Service Al Framework.

84 Stats NZ, Algorithm Charter for Aotearoa New Zealand.

85 New Zealand Defense Force, 0/1A-2025-5407: Al and AWS Policy.

86 Pennington, “NZDF Still Drafting Al Directive.”

87 MFAT, New Zealand: Artificial Intelligence in the Military Domain.

88 The other two are space and sustainment. The government statements for both have not yet been released.
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industry support.®’ It also reveals how quickly countermeasures emerge on both
sides and the ability to iterate operationally, with new capability cycles as short as
just days or weeks.?”® Problematically, New Zealand's defense acquisition culture
has historically favored incrementalism, established technology, and careful pro-
cess over rapid experimentation; decisions have been contingent and politicized
rather than cleanly rational.” That has helped control risk, but it sits uneasily with
defense Al and drone-enabled capability cycles that reward speed, iteration, and
user feedback. The new defense Al-era requires decentralized experimentation,
faster procurement, repeated exercises, and more tolerance for failure.” If New
Zealand defense Al is delayed the country risks entering into future crises or
conflicts with a force ill-prepared for what it may confront. In other words, in the
age of defense Al, excessive caution is a strategically irrational approach, as it will
mean allies, technology firms, and adversaries will set the terms for Wellington.

Selective fielding of these systems has already begun: the NZDF is using a limited
range of uncrewed aerial, surface, and sub-surface vessels primarily for ISR and

is experimenting with robotic ground vehicles and one-way effectors (discussed
further in Section 6).7

Initial HMT applications are likely to be maritime and expeditionary, including un-
derwater surveillance, uncrewed surface patrol, logistics movement, force protec-
tion, counter-UAS, boarding support, disaster assessment, and persistent sensing
across remote environments. These applications fit New Zealand's geography and
sit more comfortably within its political culture.

3.3 A Natural Proving Ground: Geography,
Open Airspace, and Permissive Testing

New Zealand's geography gives it the potential to serve as a distinctive defense
Al proving ground. Within a compact and secure territory, it offers an unusual and
unique range of topographies and micro-climates: oceanic approaches, moun-
tainous terrain, dense bush, exposed coastlines, volcanic plateau, urban littorals,
remote islands, strong winds, heavy rainfall, and Antarctic-adjacent conditions.
Many autonomous systems depend heavily on how well they sense and stay

89 Ministry of Defense and New Zealand Defense Force, Strategic Industrial Base Statement: Uncrewed Systems and Uncrewed
Counter Systems.

90 Lopatin, Muravska, and Opgenorth, “From Culture to System.”

91 Greener, Timing Is Everything.

92 Doull, “Political Leadership Key to Modernizing Defense for Drone Warfare.”

93 Beehive, “Kiwi Drones to Boost Defense Capability”; Ministry of Defense and New Zealand Defense Force, Strategic Industrial
Base Statement.
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reliable in cluttered or degraded conditions, which is exactly what this terrain can
test. They can be trialed across the land, maritime, air, space-enabled, and infor-
mation domains without ever leaving New Zealand's national jurisdiction. For a
small state, offering allies that kind of testing access is a credible way to contribute
capability it could never hope to match at scale.

The value of this lies in its scarcity. New Zealand’s larger partners find the same
testing hard to arrange, mainly because of population density and crowded
airspace. Consider that New Zealand has about the same landmass as the UK but
fewer than a tenth of the population, which leaves it with large expanses of uncon-
gested land, sea, and sky.” In the UK, securing segregated airspace to fly and trial
uncrewed systems is slow and costly, especially beyond visual line of sight, and the
difficulty weighs most heavily on the small and medium-sized firms that do much
of the innovating;”> many end up flying in countries such as Spain, where approv-
als are cheaper and faster.” The US runs into comparable airspace congestion and
regulatory friction.”” Open airspace and varied, securable terrain have become
scarce across the allied world. New Zealand has both.

This builds on niches New Zealand already holds. Rocket Lab makes the country

a launch state in its own right, and sites such as the Tawhaki National Aerospace
Center, along with firms like Kea Aerospace, show that advanced air and space
systems can be tested securely on New Zealand soil.”® Framed as reverse asym-
metry, a deliberate testing offer would fit the experimentation already envisaged
under Plan ANZAC, the Five Eyes and AUKUS Pillar Il activities. Partners would
gain a trusted environment in which to mature systems while New Zealand gains
real value through early, hands-on exposure to capabilities it could not build alone.
But a proving-ground role will depend on the New Zealand Government choosing
to build one via permissive airspace and range approvals, purpose-built ranges
with the right security accreditation, workable pathways through export-control
and data-handling rules and contracting quick enough to suit firms that iterate

by the week. If it is left to the cautious acquisition habits described earlier in this
report, the opportunity will drift to partners who move faster. Get it right, and per-
missive testing becomes one of the few things New Zealand can offer the alliance
that its larger members cannot easily reproduce at home. It should be a deliberate
plank of the country’s defense Al strategy.

94 Worlddata, “Country Comparison: United Kingdom / New Zealand.”

95 NATS, South of the Clouds.

96 DroneXL, “British Drone Companies Flee UK Red Tape.”

97 ZAG Daily, “Industry Split as FAA's Part 108 BVLOS Drone Rule Moves into Review Phase”; DroneXL, “FAA Blew Past Its Own
Part 108 Deadline.”

98 Steff, New Zealand'’s Geopolitics and the US-China Competition; ChristchurchNZ, “Case Study: Kea Aerospace”; Defsec, “Tawhaki
National Aerospace Center Opens.”
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New Zealand is organizing Al along the following vectors: capability planning,
digital transformation, industry engagement, joint force employment, partner
alignment, and emerging industrial-base priorities.” The responsibility for de-
fense Al is divided across institutions with the government setting broad “ethical
expectations,” the NZDF handling operational implementation, and MFAT dealing
with international diplomacy. In some instances, there is a lag is policymaking as
the NZDF is drafting the directive for generative Al use as of July 2026 despite
being advised it needed a stronger strategy in 2025 and months after the tools
were rolled out “at speed.”'®

The three services differ in where they have moved fastest and what they've em-
phasized. The Navy is arguably furthest in fielded autonomy as, since late 2024, it
has operated two Bluebottle uncrewed surface vessels. One for South-West Pacific
ISR, the other polar-capable for the Southern Ocean, alongside a small number of
autonomous underwater vehicles and a developing body of professional writing
on distributed maritime operations, with roughly €25-50 million (NZ$50-100
million) earmarked for persistent uncrewed maritime surveillance.” The Army is
the most active in experimentation and workforce development. It has created

an Information and Data Management Specialist (digital-warfare) trade, is trialing
robotic ground vehicles and one-way effectors, and sent around thirty personnel
to the US Army's Project Convergence, where they worked with allied forces to
integrate New Zealand command-and-control and fire-control systems.'® The Air
Force leads on space and ISR, having stood up No. 62 Squadron for space-domain
awareness and operating the P-8A maritime patrol aircraft.’®

A decentralized approach is defensible given New Zealand’s scale; a separate Al
bureaucracy could add process without adding capability. The risk is that, without
a clearer center of responsibility, Defense will lack common standards for testing,
certification, updates, and for controlling Al-enabled systems. It will need legal
review for functions where systems contribute to targeting, threat classification,
autonomous navigation, electronic warfare, cyber operations, or recommendations
on force. It will also need rules for datasets, models, pipelines, edge devices,
algorithms, and vendor updates.’® New Zealand citizens’ data sovereignty and
algorithmic sovereignty principles add another layer where domestic, personnel,
geospatial, language, or community-derived data is involved.

99 Ministry of Defense, Defense Capability Plan 2025; Ministry of Defense, Defense Industry Strategy 2025; Ministry of Defense,
Long-term Insights Briefing.

100 Pennington, “NZDF Still Drafting Al Directive Months After Rolling Out Tech.”

101 Naval News, “New Zealand Navy Receives a Boost under 2025 Defence Capability Plan”; Ministry of Defense, Defense
Capability Plan 2025.

102 New Zealand Army, “New Digital Warfare Trade for NZ Army”; Defence Connect, “NZDF Personnel Test Human-Machine
Integration at Project Convergence Capstone 5.”

103 New Zealand Defense Force, “New Space Squadron Unveiled.”

104 Ministry of Defense, Long-term Insights Briefing.
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A New Zealand governance framework therefore must guide exercises, procure-
ment, multinational command arrangements, participation in partner networks,
and the use of data once shared. The governance problem is not simply whether
the NZDF should adopt Al, but which risks it is prepared to accept in return for
operational benefits. The first trade-off is operational. Al can accelerate sensing,
analysis, logistics, and decision support, but it can also create brittle dependence
if networks fail, data is corrupted, models are spoofed, or operators over-trust
machine outputs. The second is legal. Al can help classify threats and prioritize
information, but the closer it moves toward targeting, electronic warfare, cyber
effects, or recommendations on the use of force, the greater the need for legal
review, human judgment, and auditable decision trails. The third is alliance relat-
ed. Partner systems can give the NZDF access to capabilities it cannot build alone,
but they may also embed assumptions about data-sharing, tempo, targeting,
and acceptable autonomy that New Zealand has not fully chosen.’® The fourth

is industrial. Imported systems may be faster to acquire and more capable, but
excessive dependence can weaken domestic competence in adaptation, testing,
sustainment, and assurance. The fifth is political. Al applications in maritime safety,
HADR, logistics, and search and rescue are likely to be easier to legitimate than
Al-enabled targeting, surveillance, offensive cyber, or partner kill-chain integra-
tion. In this context, Massey University’s new manned-unmanned teaming course,
framed around “operational applications across defence, aerospace and civil
sectors”,'% appears to be an industry-first attempt to broaden the reach of mili-
tary-relevant Al alongside more palatable civilian utility.

The following Defense Al Sovereignty Test translates these concerns into a practi-
cal checklist. It assumes that sovereignty is an operational condition that must be
designed, verified, and sustained across the lifecycle of Al-enabled capabilities. It
is in the third scenario of Table 1 above - full networked integration — that this test
bites hardest: the deeper the Al-network integration, the harder national caveats
will be to apply.

105 Faulks, “AUKUS and the Trans-Tasman Relationship”; MFAT, New Zealand Disarmament and Arms Control Strategy 2024-2026.
106 Dallas, “New course navigates evolving relationship between pilots and drones.”
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Table 2: The Defense Al Sovereignty Test

1. Can New Zealand understand how the system reaches its outputs?

2. Can New Zealand test and red team it under local operating conditions?
3. Can New Zealand restrict how its data is used by partners and vendors?
4. Can commanders apply national caveats technically, not just politically?

5. Can the NZDF operate if the system fails, is spoofed, or is withdrawn?

In Al-enabled coalition warfare, caveats must be written into architecture, not
merely into ministerial instructions. It will not be enough to declare that New Zea-
land data, platforms, or personnel are subject to national control if fused systems
make downstream use opaque. Sovereign control will require auditable data flows,
permissions, provenance tagging, update control, human authorization points,
and the ability to trace how New Zealand inputs are used in partner systems. The
risk is not hypothetical — the abrupt June 2026 suspension of Anthropic’s Fable 5
and Mythos 5 showed that the commercial Al an allied force may come to rely on
can be switched off by another government overnight, which is why the ability to
keep operating when a system is withdrawn must be designed into the architec-
ture rather than trusted to goodwill.’”

107 Anthropic, “Statement on the US Government Directive.”
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New Zealand does not publish a discrete defense-Al or a clean defense-R&D
budget line. Most Al-relevant spending is therefore embedded in digital infra-
structure, classified digital services, information management, cyber security,
intelligence, uncrewed systems, space, sustainment, enterprise systems, and De-
fense Science and Technology. On the capital side, the 2025 Defense Capability
Plan commits €6.0 billion (NZ$12 billion) over four years, around €4.5 billion (NZ$9
billion) of it new, within a front-loaded fifteen-year plan. Its Al-relevant indicative
ranges include €25-50 million (NZ$50-100 million) for uncrewed maritime sur-
veillance, €50-150 million (NZ$100-300 million) for long-range remotely piloted
aircraft, up to €25 million (NZ$50 million) for counter-uncrewed aerial systems, and
€50-150 million (NZ$100-300 million) for the Technology Accelerator.%®

Research and development is harder to see. Its principal vehicle is Defense
Science and Technology, whose spend is modest and not separately broken out —
the opacity is such that the figure has been the subject of an Official Information
Act request — and while the Capability Plan says DST funding is being increased,
it attaches no number.”® The honest formulation is therefore that defense R&D is
small, channelled mainly through DST and the Technology Accelerator, and not
transparently reported.

The trajectory, by contrast, is clear and well documented. New Zealand is lifting
defense spending from just over 1 percent of GDP to more than 2 percent within
eight years, by around 2032-33, and Budget 2026 continued the surge: the capital
injection rose by almost 70 percent to about €210 million (NZ$422 million), and
the operating budget by roughly 6 percent year-on-year."® Whether the system
can absorb this is contested — the New Zealand Initiative has argued the €6.0 bil-
lion (NZ$12 billion) plan “won’t work without system overhaul” — but the direction
of travel is not in doubt.""" Lifecycle costs will also change given a large chunk of
the total price of traditional platforms occurs at the time of purchase. Al-enabled
systems, by contrast, create recurring costs: software updates, cyber security,
model maintenance, data storage, cloud services, licensing, testing, auditing,
training, and specialist personnel.’"?

For New Zealand, a successful defense Al project is not one that looks techno-
logically sophisticated in isolation, but one that helps a small force do some-
thing it otherwise could not do at scale: monitor a wider maritime area, sustain

108 Ministry of Defense, Defense Capability Plan 2025; Ministry of Defense and New Zealand Defense Force, Strategic Industrial
Base Statement; Beehive, “Building a Strong and Resilient Defense Industry.”

109 New Zealand Defense Force, “Defense Science and Technology: Our Science”; “Defence Science and Technology (DST) Expendi-
ture and Drone Prioritisation,” Official Information Act request, FYl.org.nz; Ministry of Defense, Defense Capability Plan 2025.

110 Overt Defense, “New Zealand's Defense Spending to Reach 2% GDP by 2032"; NZ Herald, “Budget 2026: Boost to Defence
Spending as Surge to 2% of GDP Continues”; Janes, “New Zealand's 2026 Defence Budget Increases by 6%.”

111 New Zealand Initiative, “$12 Billion Defence Plan Won't Work Without System Overhaul.”

112 Ministry of Defense, Long-term Insights Briefing.
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scarce platforms, reduce analyst burden, protect personnel, train more often, or

remain useful inside coalition systems. This is the operational meaning of reverse
asymmetry. It requires the NZDF to identify the few areas where Al can generate
disproportionate value and then field them quickly enough to matter.

ISR and maritime domain awareness remain the strongest near-term use cases, as
reflected in the spending on uncrewed maritime surveillance. Al can help identify
suspicious maritime behavior, cue sensors, process imagery, correlate contacts,
detect changes in patterns, and reduce analyst workload. The Pacific legitimacy
condition remains crucial. Maritime Al that supports fisheries protection, disaster
response, and regional domain awareness will fit New Zealand’s comparative ad-
vantage. Tools that appear mainly as allied surveillance extensions will be harder
to legitimate.™®

113 Fry, Framing the Islands; Pacific Islands Forum Fisheries Agency, “Operation Kurukuru 2024 Successfully Concludes.”

40 SMALL FORCE, BIG DATA



6 Fielding
Defense Al

EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE


https://www.defenseai.eu

C5ISRT (Command, Control, Communications, Combat Systems, Cyber, Intelli-
gence, Surveillance and Reconnaissance (ISR), and Targeting) provides the clearest
window into where New Zealand is directing its defense-Al effort. It maps priority
use cases and areas of experimentation and emerging adoption. It does not offer
a portfolio of fielded operational Al systems. Collectively, C5ISRT is considered the
"brain” and “nervous system” of defense forces, involving use of information and
technology to see what is happening, make decisions and act quickly in complex
environments."* While investments in these areas are not glamorous, they are vital
as algorithms cannot compensate for poor data architecture, insecure networks,
fragmented legacy systems, or unclear classification rules.

Royal New Zealand Navy (RNZN) professional writing on distributed maritime
operations offers a naval analog. It notes that command-and-control networks
must function when bandwidth is constrained and the electromagnetic spectrum is
contested. For smaller navies, autonomy and modularity can increase the value of
affordable, specialized contributions, but only if the force can process information,
trust its systems, and preserve mission command when connectivity degrades.’™
New Zealand may be effective at collecting maritime data but overly dependent
on partners to process it. This could limit assurances over accuracy, use, and
downstream consequences.'"

Selective fielding has begun with the NZDF using a limited range of uncrewed
aerial, surface, and sub-surface vessels primarily for ISR, is experimenting with
robotic ground vehicles and one-way effectors, and is building a space-domain
awareness function through No. 62 Squadron.' It is also adopting enterprise Al
tools in lower-classification environments, including Microsoft Copilot Chat within
security constraints, according to released NZDF material.'*® These examples show
that Al is entering into both operational and administrative systems.

No. 62 Squadron gives the RNZAF an institutional space-domain awareness func-

tion focused on monitoring, analyzing, and understanding activity in space.""” This
is relevant to defense Al as space-domain awareness depends on fusing commer-
cial, national, and partner data; detecting anomalies; interpreting orbital activity;

and connecting space information to terrestrial operations. Given the prominence
of Rocket Lab — a New Zealand-founded firm — in the global space launch industry
that has resulted in New Zealand launching the third greatest number of launches

114 Ministry of Defense, Long-term Insights Briefing, p. 17.

115 Royal New Zealand Navy, Professional Journal of the Royal New Zealand Navy, vol. 1.

116 Royal New Zealand Navy, Professional Journal of the Royal New Zealand Navy, vol. 4.

117 Ministry of Defense and New Zealand Defense Force, Strategic Industrial Base Statement; New Zealand Defense Force, “New
Space Squadron Unveiled.”

118 New Zealand Defense Force, 01A-2025-5407: Al and AWS Policy.

119 New Zealand Defense Force, “New Space Squadron Unveiled.”
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per year behind the United States and China, the importance of space awareness
and operations for New Zealand will only grow.'®

The uses of defense Al New Zealand will likely prioritize over the short-term are
tasks a small maritime force already struggles to perform at scale. Currently, four
future areas of application can be identified:

ISR and intelligence fusion is the first use case as New Zealand must fuse data
from satellites, aircraft, drones, ships, underwater sensors, radar, radio-frequen-
cy sources, open-source intelligence, partner feeds, and other government
agencies.”' Its operating spaces are too large, its platforms too few, and its
analyst pool too small for manual processing to keep pace. Al can help detect
unusual vessel or aircraft behavior, cue scarce patrol assets, identify patterns,
and reduce the burden on analysts. Human judgment will remain essential, but
algorithms can draw attention to things people may otherwise miss.

Decision support is the second use. Al can help commanders prioritize infor-
mation, identify patterns, generate options, detect anomalies, and accelerate
staff processes.’® In New Zealand’s case, the most delicate use may be when
partners cooperate through shared pictures, data-rich networks, and com-
pressed decision cycles.

Human-machine teaming is the third area. The Long-term Insights Briefing de-
fines it as collaboration between humans and intelligent machines to achieve
military objectives.’? Relevant systems include uncrewed aircraft and surface
vessels, sub-surface systems, robotic ground vehicles, autonomous sensors,
and counter-UAS tools that depend on machine perception, navigation,
tasking, and data processing. The 2026 Strategic Industrial Base Statement:
Uncrewed Systems and Uncrewed Counter Systems confirms that limited un-
crewed aerial, surface, and sub-surface vessels are already in NZDF use, mainly
for ISR, and that the NZDF is experimenting with robotic ground vehicles and
one-way drones.'?

Sustainment is the fourth and likely the least politically contentious use. Al can
assist predictive maintenance, inventory and energy management, logjistics
routing, medical support, supply-chain visibility, and deployable sustain-
ment.'?® For a small force operating across the Pacific and Southern Ocean,
greater efficiencies in these areas matter as tools that can anticipate failure,
reduce waste, and manage scarce human and material resources. They can
free up people and platforms for more urgent tasks.

120 New Zealand Defense Force, “New Space Squadron Unveiled.”

121 Ministry of Defense, Long-term Insights Briefing.

122 New Zealand Army, Future Land Operating Concept 2035; Ministry of Defense, Long-term Insights Briefing.

123 Ministry of Defense, Long-term Insights Briefing.

124 Ministry of Defense and New Zealand Defense Force, Strategic Industrial Base Statement: Uncrewed Systems and Uncrewed

Counter Systems

125 Ministry of Defense, Long-term Insights Briefing.

WWW.DEFENSEAI.EU 43


https://www.defenseai.eu

Public documents do not indicate that New Zealand has fielded Al-enabled
targeting or autonomous weapon systems. The 2025 Defense Capability Plan
does, however, place emphasis on deterrence, denial, strike, and combat cred-
ibility, while the Long-term Insights Briefing discusses cyber-electromagnetic
tools, directed energy, loitering systems, strike UAVs, and machine-speed target
detection.?® Experimentation to test and develop one-way attack drones and
analogous systems requires policy clarity. New Zealand will need to consider how
it will establish lines between Al assisting human decision-making and Al making
decisions about lethal force.

Reporting emphasizes a future in which algorithms detect, classify, and prioritize
targets, leaving humans to verify and authorize at higher speed.’® The politics of
this in New Zealand could prove delicate. A human who merely endorses a ma-
chine recommendation without understanding the data, assumptions, false-pos-
itive rate, or adversarial vulnerabilities of the system is not exercising meaningful
command. The operational implication is that national caveats must be technically
executable, not merely stated in policy. It is not enough for ministers or com-
manders to say that New Zealand data will not be used for certain effects if system
architecture makes those effects difficult to trace. Defense needs design-level
controls: tagging of data sources, auditable data flows, restrictions on downstream
use, permissions for partner sharing, logs that survive coalition operations, and
human authorization points visible in the workflow.

126 Ministry of Defense, Defense Capability Plan 2025; Ministry of Defense, Long-term Insights Briefing.
127 Pennington, “Machines Will Play an Increasing Role in Targeting’.”
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Training is critical for defense Al and, while it will not remove the need for skilled
personnel, it will change the skill profile of the force.’?® Training with Al-enabled
systems requires broad literacy across the force, as well as deeper specialist
cadres. Commanders must understand what Al outputs can and cannot show;
analysts must understand data provenance and model limits; operators must
know how to work with autonomous systems; legal officers must understand how
Al affects targeting and accountability; procurement officials must know how to
contract for transparency, testing, and update rights; senior leaders must under-
stand that Al capability is sustained continuously, not bought once. Delivering
this training will require considerable resources and some personnel, especially
mid-career and senior levels, may prove resistant to new teaching methods they
do not understand or that they feel will challenge their authority.

The Army’s Information and Data Management Specialist trade is an early institu-
tional response. They are designed to help commanders and staff maintain control
in complex information environments, ensure data is accessible and trusted, and
use data analytics and Al/ML tools in support of operations.’® No. 62 Squad-

ron points to a similar requirement in space. Space-domain awareness requires
personnel who can interpret orbital data, partner feeds, commercial sources,

and operational implications. Defensive cyber exercises with Australian and US
partners point to the same problem in another domain as the NZDF increasingly
needs personnel able to use common tools, interpret data quickly, and respond
inside coalition processes.” A planned Information Warfare Academy could help
if linked to operational units, intelligence, cyber, legal training, exercises, wargam-
ing, and after-action review.'s

The NZDF will have to train to exploit Al-enabled systems as well as fight without
them. It will have to operate when networks fail, data is corrupted, communica-
tions are jammed, Al tools are unavailable, or systems are spoofed. The Future
Land Operating Concept explicitly requires training in degraded and analogue
modes, while RNZN writing on distributed operations makes the same case for
command at sea. '®

New Zealand’s simulation and synthetic-training base is real and being funded,;
the Al layer on top remains more prospective.’ The NZDF already operates or is
expanding synthetic and simulation-based training, including the Army’s Network

128 New Zealand Army, Future Land Operating Concept 2035; Ministry of Defense, Long-term Insights Briefing.

129 New Zealand Army, “New Digital Warfare Trade for NZ Army.”

130 Courier Mail, “Cyber Warfare”; New Zealand Defense Force, “New Space Squadron Unveiled.”

131 Ministry of Defense, Defense Capability Plan 2025.

132 New Zealand Army, Future Land Operating Concept 2035; Royal New Zealand Navy, Professional Journal of the Royal New
Zealand Navy, vol. 1.

133 Ministry of Defense, Defense Capability Plan 2025; Ministry of Defense, Long-term Insights Briefing; Pennington, “NZDF Still
Drafting Al Directive Months After Rolling Out Tech.”
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Enabled synthetic mission-command environment, Eight360’s NOVA virtual-re-
ality platform at Linton Army Base, the NH?0 full-flight simulator, and the P-8A
Poseidon simulator under construction at RNZAF Ohakea.”* Company-X built the
Navy’s Flight Deck Officer simulator, and Sysdoc is preparing training packages for
the Syos uncrewed systems.'® These capabilities provide a foundation on which
more advanced Al-enabled training could be layered. The Long-term Insights
Briefing identifies possible future uses including adaptive simulation, automated
scenario generation, machine-assisted after-action review, and Al-enabled adver-
sary models, but the available evidence suggests these remain prospective rather
than fielded as a coherent NZDF Al-training program.'3¢

The most concrete element of New Zealand’s defense-Al training so far is expo-
sure to US and Australian systems through combined exercises. The NZDF sent
personnel to the US Army’s Project Convergence Capstone in California explicitly
for human-machine integration, connecting New Zealand command-and-control
and fire-control systems with those of Five Eyes partners and France.”” Maven,
the US Al targeting system, has been exercised in US-led activities involving New
Zealand, Australia, and the United Kingdom for several years, and the NZDF is
helping to plan a major exercise for the US Navy’s Project Overmatch, which uses
Maven to “close kill-chains” across the Five Eyes.'®® New Zealand also takes part
in larger Australian-led exercises such as Talisman Sabre; these are not structured
around Al as such, but allied exercises are increasingly incorporating Al-enabled
command-and-control, sensing, and targeting, so participation increasingly entails
practical exposure to allied defense AlL.'¥*

134 Ministry of Defense, Defense Capability Plan 2025 (Network Enabled Army); Eight360, “NZDF News: Driving Simulation
Technology”; CAE, “CAE Hands Over CAE 700MR NH90 Simulator to Royal New Zealand Air Force”; The Defense Post, “New
Zealand Begins Construction of Poseidon Aircraft Training Simulator.”

135 Company-X, company website, https://www.companyx.com; Sysdoc, company website, https://www.sysdoc.com; SYOS Aero-
space, “SYOS Drones to Boost Defense Capabilities” (last accessed 1 July 2026).

136 Ministry of Defense, Long-term Insights Briefing; Pennington, “NZDF Still Drafting Al Directive Months After Rolling Out Tech.”

137 Defence Connect, “NZDF Personnel Test Human-Machine Integration at Project Convergence Capstone 5.”

138 Naval Information Warfare Systems Command, “Project Overmatch and Five Eyes Coalition Partners Strengthen Ties”; Pen-
nington, “Al Warfare: NZDF Drone Doctrine Focuses on Keeping ‘Humans in the Loop’.”

139 On Talisman Sabre and New Zealand participation, see Naval News, “New Zealand Navy Receives a Boost under 2025 Defence
Capability Plan.”
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8 Conclusion
and Priorities



New Zealand is young in its defense Al journey, but the strategic environment is
generating strong incentives for urgency. The regional outlook is deteriorating, an
alignment of revisionist Eurasian autocratic powers are deepening their collabora-
tion, partners are moving quickly, and the NZDF's operating spaces are too large
for small force to manage comfortably with legacy platforms and systems alone.
Defense Al will increasingly shape whether New Zealand remains interoperable,
useful in coalition operations, and credible in its own region — and whether it can
contribute to deterrence against adversaries fielding state-of-the-art Al.

This conclusion offers seven recommendations below. The first two build the foun-
dations — accountability and assurance — on which the others depend; the remain-
der direct effort, people, and sovereignty controls to where they matter most:

= First, New Zealand should publish a concise Defense Al Implementation
Framework. It should be operationally focused, tied to capability planning, and
explicit about who is accountable. It should identify priority use cases, respon-
sible organizations, testing requirements, workforce needs, data-governance
rules, legal-review processes, documentation standards, and limits on use.

®  Second, Defense should establish a dedicated testing, evaluation, verification,
validation, and assurance function for Al-enabled systems. New Zealand does
not need full sovereign self-sufficiency in Al, but it does need confidence in
the systems it uses. This requires competence in model documentation, data
provenance, cyber testing, update control, red-teaming, failure analysis, and
legal review. The NZDF must be able to explain not only what a system is
intended to do, but how it fails, how it can be attacked, who can update it,
and what operational assumptions it embeds.

" Third, the NZDF should prioritize Al use cases that match New Zealand’s geog-
raphy, force structure, and political constraints, and tie the Technology Accel-
erator and Defense Science and Technology Uplift directly to those operation-
al problems. The most credible near-term priorities fall into three areas. The
first is seeing the vast strategic spaces relevant to New Zealand. This requires
maritime and space-domain awareness, ISR and data fusion. The second
is protecting and sustaining a small force via counter-UAS, cyber defense,
logistics and sustainment, and predictive maintenance. The third is operating
with partners under contested conditions: uncrewed command-and-control,
degraded-network operations, and simulation-enabled training. The Strategic
Industrial Base Statement: Uncrewed Systems and Uncrewed Counter Systems
themed-competition approach - already applied to uncrewed and counter-un-
crewed systems — should be extended across these priorities, including space
and sustainment.
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" Fourth, Al literacy should become a force-wide training requirement. Person-
nel must understand what Al systems can do, what they cannot, how data
quality shapes outputs, how adversaries may deceive them, and when human
judgment must override machine-generated recommendations. Training must
also include degraded and analog modes, because forces that can only exploit
Al when networks are intact will be brittle. Fifth, New Zealand should make na-
tional caveats technically executable in coalition data-sharing and Al-enabled
operations. Defense needs design-level controls — data tagging, auditable
flows, partner-sharing permissions, and visible human authorization points — so
that sovereignty is built into system architecture, not merely asserted in policy.

= Sixth, New Zealand should make permissive testing a deliberate plank of its
defense Al strategy, turning its geography into an allied asset. Open airspace
and varied, securable terrain are scarce across the alliance, and New Zealand
can offer partners room to trial uncrewed and autonomous systems across
land, sea, air, and space-enabled environments. The Government will have to
streamline airspace and range approvals, establish purpose-built areas with the
right security accreditation, clear export-control and data-handling pathways,
and contract quickly enough for firms that iterate by the week. Done well, it
would deepen experimentation under Plan ANZAC, the Five Eyes, and AUKUS
Pillar Il, while giving New Zealand early, hands-on exposure to capabilities it
cannot build alone.

= Seventh, New Zealand should treat defense Al as an all-of-defense, all-of-gov-
ernment, and all-of-industry undertaking rather than a collection of siloed
projects and stand up a mechanism to hold it together. This report has ex-
posed a gap with Al responsibilities scattered across the capstone documents,
the NZDF, central agencies (DPMC, MBIE, MFAT), and a dispersed dual-use
industry, with no one charged with connecting them. A sprawling new bureau-
cracy is not the answer but a small, empowered integrating spine — a National
Defense Al Integration Office (Figure 4) jointly owned by Defense, govern-
ment, and industry, with a named accountable lead, a standing cross-sector
board, and convening authority over priorities, testing and evaluation, data
governance, and procurement pathways. Its task would be to turn scattered
capability into a coherent program. This is the connective tissue on which
reverse asymmetry depends.
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Figure 4: A National Defense Al Integration Office

e N ( ~
All-of-Defense All-of-Government
+ NZDF and single services + Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet (DPMC)
- Defense capstone documents * Ministry of Business, Innovation and Employment (MBIE)
- Defense Science & Technology + Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade (MFAT)
+ Joint force employment + Government Chief Digital Officer (GCDO) and other agencies
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Framed against the three scenarios in Table 1, the priorities noted above are an
argument for ensuring New Zealand does not fall into Scenario 1 — non-adoption
and strategic drift — and for deliberately managing the path between interopera-
ble fast-following and full networked integration, so that capability grows without
sovereign control being signed away.

Ultimately, for New Zealand the central choice is not between sovereignty and
integration. It is between competent integration and passive dependence. The
defense Al problem is less about whether New Zealand can become a major mil-
itary-technology power than whether it can build enough competence to remain
useful, trusted, and sovereign inside allied systems. If Wellington moves slowly,
defense Al will still arrive through allied systems, imported platforms, commercial
software, cloud services, and coalition networks — but on terms it may only partly
understand. If it moves intelligently and swiftly, New Zealand can create selective
reverse asymmetry and shape a narrower but more useful role in the form of a
small defense force able to see further, decide faster, protect its people, and con-
tribute to allied deterrence and operations while preserving sovereign judgment
inside Al-enabled battlespaces.
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