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Australia’s place in the global economy is more than ever linked
to Southeast Asia. The relationship has become more complex be-
cause of the eurasianisation of the Australian continent and in-
creased conflict between the two areas. Australia-bashing by South-
east Asian regimes has become common, much of this sparked by
criticism by important segments of Australia’s civil society of abuse
of human rights in SE Asia – there authoritarian leaders see this as
posing a threat to their political power. Australia’s response has
been subdued and apologetic. Conflict with Southeast Asia high-
lights a clash between countries who do not share common values
about individuals’ political and civil rights. Changes in the role of
the Australian state and its response to Asia question the sustainability
of Australia’s open society.
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Foreword

 

Australia is the pioneer of European Asianisation. Over the
next decades the Europeans in Europe will need to follow
the example of their kin in Australia: cultivate their relations
with Asians, develop a profound knowledge of Asian cul-
tures, customs, economies and politics, cope with migration
in both directions, abandon the flawed idea of a divide
between a unique Europe and a greatly different Asia, and
become a little Asian themselves. With increased interaction,
Asians and Europeans will discover how they together
constitute an interlocking Euro-Asian mosaic where the
differences within Asia are at least as big as those between
Europe and any of Asia’s parts. Euro-Asian interaction,
hopefully stimulated by the ASEM process that started in
1996 and continues with the London summit of April 1998,
may become one of the axes of global politics. Eurasian
interaction does not, however, need to be interpreted in old-
fashioned geographical terms. Although the Eurasian con-
tinent is clearly one land mass, this is hardly the point; such
a consideration would moreover exclude Australia. At a time
when human beings communicate through air transport and
cyberspace, geographical barriers such as seas and moun-
tains no longer really count. 

The prospect of expanding the (Western) European Union
into Central and Eastern Europe and the need to reconstruct the
economies and social institutions of the former communist
states represent big challenges for Europeans, but also involve
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a danger that Europeans may turn further inward and forget the
need to Asianize. Such a tendency could be reinforced by
xenophobic fears of immigration and also by erroneous ideas
about the financial crisis that struck East and Southeast Asia in
1997 and 1998. In reality this crisis has shown even more
clearly than before the need for responsible global cooperation
in providing frameworks for sustainable development. And
such global cooperation can itself only be sustainable if the
peoples of the old continents approach each other and establish
a varied, global culture.

In order to play a constructive role in that global culture
Europeans need to develop what the Australians call ‘Asian
literacy’. This does not just mean to promote the teaching of
the major Asian languages such as Chinese, Indonesian, Hindi,
Arabic and Japanese, but also to develop a broad cultural
knowledge about Asian traditions. It will be necessary for any
cultivated European to know about the history, customs,
literature and art of the major Asian civilizations. In a truly
Asianized Europe such knowledge will no longer be the
privilege of a specialized few. Asian literacy will be part of the
general European curriculum.

One of the challenges is also to cope with different
political forms, to develop a Euro-Asian dialogue concerning
‘democracy’, redefine what the basic requirements for a
democratic system are, and how democratic institutional forms
can be developed creatively to suit each nation’s needs. This is
difficult. The whole process of Asianization is difficult,
because it goes together with exposure to the forces of the
global market, and because it contributes to demanding
significant changes in European societies themselves. The
risks and difficulties of Asianization and globalisation are
indeed the focus points of the following study by Eric Paul,
himself an Australian. He certainly does not paint a rosy
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picture of Australian Asianization, but shows how it has
involved a painful erosion of a civil society based on
egalitarian principles. He even sees a threat to liberal demo-
cracy. For Europeans in Europe this highly critical study
provides an excellent background for reflections on the
dangers and opportunities of integrating Europe with Asia.

Copenhagen, 1998

Stein Tønnesson
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Introduction

 

An important concern in Asian studies should be about the
interaction between globalisation and liberal democracy in
Australia. The country’s increasing exposure to global capital
and technology has obvious implications for Australia’s
political regime and civil society. Australia is moving away
from the security of a xenophobic past and sheltered economy
towards an Eurasian and uncertain future. This is likely to test
some of the country’s more cherished values of social justice,
egalitarianism, democracy and liberty. This paper is an at-
tempt to view contemporary change about globalisation and
democracy in the context of Australia’s relations with South-
east Asia.

Australia is becoming a region of significance in the global
economy and its people workers in a global market. Australia’s
economy is largely controlled by outside forces; its interest rate
and currency value are largely in the hands of a global
deregulated financial market. The impact of globalisation has
increased the middle and working classes’ level of insecurity
and inequality in the distribution of the country’s income and
wealth. Unemployment is high; it was in excess of 20 per cent
among young people in 1996. 

Since the end of the cold war in the late 1980s, and maybe
because of it, the role of the state has gradually shifted from
one providing a wide range of public services and redis-
tributing the country’s wealth more equitably to that of a
promoter of ‘free market’ ideology and culture. With neo-
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conservative forces controlling the state there has been a sub-
stantial deregulation of the financial and labour market, the
privatisation of many important public assets, a decline in
public infrastructure investment, and major cuts in social and
welfare expenditures. 

Australia’s democratic traditions are under great pressure
from the process of globalisation. The increasing number of
working poor families and the widening gap between poor and
rich further exposes the lack of representation of the economic
losers and the political inequality of society. Globalisation’s
centrifugal forces are weakening the concept of citizenship.
Inequalities in sharing the tax burden and the capacity of the
well-off to minimise their contribution suggest a decline in
civic culture and a weakening of the bonds of citizenship. The
state has been instrumental in depoliticising political be-
haviour. This has to a large extent been achieved by allowing
the ownership of the mass media to be concentrated in in the
hands of few conservative and wealthy proprietors. Other
developments have been equally important, such as a legal
system that is out of reach for most people because of the high
cost of justice. 

Globalisation and the changing role of the state have
contributed to the fragmentation of Australia’s civic culture of
egalitarianism and social justice. According to Professor
Michael Pussey, this civic culture is ‘now fragmenting and
dispersing, to be replaced by a much more competitive,
aggrandising and ruthlessly individualistic culture, dominated
by the free market and large corporations, and with a greatly
diminished public sphere’ (

 

Good Weekend

 

 3.2.96:33). One
outcome has been the end of class divisions as collective
identities and the rise of the politics of race and ethnicity.
Globalisation has further exposed the contradiction between
capitalism and democracy in Australia. 
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Australia’s place in the global economy is more than ever
linked to Southeast Asia. The country has become more
dependent on the region for its welfare and the relationship
more complex because of the eurasianisation of the Aus-
tralian continent. A more dangerous thing is Australia’s
ambitious role in developing security links with the region
as part of an Asia–Pacific balance of power strategy con-
trolled by the United States.

There has been a rise in the level of conflict between
Australia and Southeast Asia. Australia’s bashing by South-
east Asian regimes has become a common news feature. Much
of that anger has been directed at important segments of
Australia’s civil society critical of Southeast Asia’s authori-
tarian leaders’ abuse of human rights. Australia’s civil society
poses a threat to their political power. Australia’s response has
been subdued and apologetic. Partly in response to pressure
from Southeast Asia, the Australian state has challenged the
role of Australian institutions that have been critical of its
economic and foreign policy.

Conflict with Southeast Asia highlights a clash between
countries that do not share common values about the political
and civil rights of individuals as the legitimate basis for their
sovereignty. Changes in the role of the Australian state and its
response to Southeast Asia question the sustainability of
Australia’s open society.
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Economic Interdependence

 

Australia’s policy to stitch its economy to East Asia

 

1

 

 has
been a pragmatic response to a fast changing global en-
vironment threatening its relatively high living standards.
The sequence of events probably began with the dramatic
economic and military decline of the United Kingdom in
Asia after World War II and the formation of the European
Economic Community in 1958. Both unmoored Australia
from its European economic umbilical ties. The rise of
Japan’s economic power and dependency on Australia’s
natural resources helped give Australia a new vision of a
promising future with its northern neighbours. As eco-
nomic development took hold in East Asia it became more
obvious that Australia faced difficult political decisions.
Some years ago Australian economist Helen Hughes
warned that 

 

Australia’s trade protection policies threaten to turn the
country into the poorest nation in Southeast Asia … and
bright young Australians would have to seek scholarships in
countries such as Singapore, unemployed Australians will be
looking for labouring jobs in rapidly growing Asian
countries (

 

Australian 

 

4.11.85). 

 

1.   The term East Asia is used by the Australian Department of For-
eign Affairs and Trade (DFAT) and by Japan’s External Trade Or-
ganisation (JETRO) for a geographical region which includes all the
countries of Northeast Asia and Southeast Asia. 
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Australians have been told that the failure to internationalise
and restructure the economy would likely lead to a decline in
status to that of a ‘banana republic’ and the ‘white trash of
Asia’ (

 

FEER 

 

14.10.77; 27.6.85).
Growing economic interdependence with East Asia is a key

feature of the globalisation of Australia’s economy and part of
the government’s strategy to secure Australia’s economic
future. According to former Prime Minister Paul Keating, ‘our
national well-being, our ability to maintain and build a good
society, depends upon our courage in moving boldly to
integrate our economy with the economies of East Asia’ (

 

ABR

 

April 1993:16). In the 1980s a number of crucial steps were
taken to liberalise the economy with the deregulation of the
financial market, the floating of the dollar and the removal of
exchange controls. The slow process of phasing out Australia’s
system of tariff protection began in 1991. Australia’s average
tariff on imports ‘fell from around 10 per cent in 1985 to 6 per
cent in 1992. Further announced reduction in protection will
see the average tariff fall to under 3 per cent by 2000’ (EPAC
1995:10).

 

Trade

 

:

 

 In recent years Australia’s merchandise trade (Table
1) has continued to rely on East Asia for its export markets to
pay for imports from North America and Western Europe.
Trend for Australia’s exports from 1990 to 1995 indicated an
increase dependency on Asia from 59.7 per cent to 64.9 per
cent of total exports. For the same period exports to North
America and Western Europe declined from 28.1 per cent to
20.9 per cent. Australia’s imports from Asia increased from
40.1 per cent of total imports in 1990 to 41.7 per cent in 1995.
Imports from North America and Western Europe declined
from 52.2 per cent to 49.8 per cent. For 1994–95, the largest
export market by far was Japan, followed by South Korea,
New Zealand, the United States, Singapore and Taiwan. The
largest import markets were the United States and Japan
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followed by Germany, the United Kingdom, China and New
Zealand. Australia’s major trading partners in two-way
merchandise trade for 1995–96 were the European Union
(EU), Japan, the United States and the Association of South-
east Asian Nations (ASEAN). In 1995–96, the EU overtook
Japan as Australia’s largest partner in merchandise trade or
18.1 per cent of total trade worth A$ 27.8 billion.

Exports to Southeast Asia increased from 7.5 per cent of
total exports in 1985 to 15.6 in 1995. Imports for the same
period went from 5.7 per cent of total imports to 8.6 per
cent. Singapore is Australia’s most important trading
partner in Southeast Asia, followed by Malaysia, Indonesia

 

Table 1: 

 

Australia: merchandise trade 1990–91, 1994–95 (%)

Region exports imports

90–91 94–95 90–91 94–95

North Asia* 43.0 45.2 28.9 29.4

Southeast Asia 12.2 15.6 7.1 8.6

S–Sw. Asia 4.5 4.1 4.1 3.7

Western Europe 15.4 12.1 26.2 26.1

North America 12.7 8.8 26.0 23.7

Oceania 7.5 9.9 5.9 6.7

Others 4.7 4.3 1.8 1.8

 

*

 

 

 

According to Australia’s Department of Foreign Affairs and 
Trade (DFAT) North Asia includes: China, Hong Kong, Japan, 
Rep. of Korea., DPR of Korea, Macau, Taiwan, and Mongolia.

 

Source

 

: based on DFAT 1995a: Tables 15 & 16
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and Thailand. Trade with Burma and the Indochina states is
small but increasing because of Australia’s efforts to de-
velop economic ties with these emerging markets.

Australia’s 1994–95 principal exports to the six ASEAN
countries were (in A$ million):

Non-monetary gold 2,116.0
Confidential items of trade 976.0

 

2

 

Aluminium 611.0
Milk and cream 456.0
Crude petroleum and oils 408.0
Cotton 260.0

 

Table 2: 

 

Australia: merchandise trade with ASEAN6, 
1994–95 (A$ million)

Country Australia’s
exports 1994–95

Australia’s
imports 1994–95

Brunei 54.7 21.9

Indonesia 2,104.7 1,197.6

Malaysia 2,041.2 1,420.9

Philippines 838.7 258.9

Singapore 3,639.3 2,246.9

Thailand 1,558.4 970.1

Total 10,237.0 6,116.3

 

Source

 

: DFAT 1995b: Table  3

 

2.   Included military hardware.
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For the same year principal imports were:

Computers 772.0
Crude petroleum and oils 427.0
Refined petroleum 330.0

 

3

 

Confidential items of trade 276.0
Parts for computers and office machines 211.0
Radio broadcast receivers 260.0

(

 

Source

 

: DFAT 1995b:4,62)

Merchandise trade th Southeast Asia continued to rely on
exports of commodities from its mines and farms and the
imports of manufactures such as computers. Australia’s
strategy has been to increase levels of manufacture exports to
the East Asian region. A recent report by the Australia
Chamber of Commerce and Industry reported that 

 

the largest shifts in Australia’s export profile towards
manufactures and services were to Korea and Taiwan for
manufactured exports, and China, Malaysia and Singapore
for services exports. Interestingly, manufactured exports
declined, in proportional terms, for China, Indonesia, the
Philippines and Singapore, the latter two cases quite
markedly (ACCI 1995:1).

 

Defence-related exports are likely to increase in coming
years. Selling arms to Southeast Asia is part of a commercial
and security strategy to integrate with the region. An example

 

3.   Australia was 90 per cent oil self-sufficient in 1996. The country
has a large trade deficit in crude petroleum, oils and refined petro-
leum. Oil production is expected to peak by the year 2000. Trade in
oil and petroleum products is almost entirely dictated by market
forces and decisions by foreign companies which control the distri-
bution of refined products. For example, Australia exports light oils
which command a premium on the world market. In turn the country
buys cheaper heavier crude oils on the Middle East market. For a
useful introduction to Australia’s energy situation, see Fleay (1995).  
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is the pending bid by Transfield to build patrol boats for
Malaysia worth some A$ 3 billion. An Indonesian academic,
George Aditjondro, believes that 

 

repression in Indonesia is good for Australian business.
Increased levels of repression create a greater market for
Australian defence industries as well as for Australian
services, in the form of hardware and joint military training
(

 

SMH

 

 13.8.96). 

 

Illegal trade between Southeast Asia and Australia has
been on the increase, mostly drugs from export bases in Cam-
bodia, Thailand, Vietnam and Indonesia. Mainland Southeast
Asia’s golden triangle is the main production area supplying
Australian seaboard cities. The illegal drug import trade was
valued at more than A$ 2 billion in 1995, or the equivalent of
some 17 per cent of Australia’s total export value of goods
and services to Southeast Asia. Illegal exports from Australia
to Southeast Asia consisted of flora and fauna; stolen cars and
car parts; precious stones and gold; and toxic wastes.

Australian exports of services to Southeast Asia for 1993–
94 were worth A$ 2.5 billion and imports totaled A$ 2.2
billion. Trade in services has been increasing in recent years in
large part due to Australia’s growing role as a tourist and
educational service provider. Some 3.7 million people, 1.85
million from Asia, visited Australia in 1995. In recent years,
Australia has encouraged the enrolment in higher education of
full-fee-paying overseas students. In 1996 education of Asian
students was valued at more than A$ 1.71 billion, a growth of
‘more than 750 per cent over the past 10 years’ (

 

AFR

 

30.12.96). Australian universities have become ‘the preferred
destination for students from Singapore and Malaysia and
second only to the US and Britain for most other Asian nations’
(

 

FEER

 

 11.4.96).
Australia’s current account has been in surplus with

Northeast and Southeast Asia. For ASEAN countries the sur-



 

20 E

 

RIK

 

 P

 

AUL

 

: A

 

USTRALIA

 

 

 

IN

 

 S

 

OUTHEAST

 

 A

 

SIA

 

plus increased from A$ 2.5 billion in 1990 to over A$ 4 billion
in 1995. There was a deficit of A$ 15.3 billion with the United
States of America (US) and A$ 10.5 billion with the European
Union (EU) for 1995 (ABS 1995a:43).

 

Investment

 

.

 

 Australia’s official international investment
position in 1995 recorded foreign investment in Australia in

excess of A$ 400,944 million and Australian investment
abroad at A$ 141,226 million, and net foreign liabilities of A$
259,717 million. Australia’s investments abroad have been
concentrated in the EU and the US. Investments in Japan in
1995 were slightly higher than Australia’s total investment in

 

Table 3: 

 

Australia: Level of investment, 1995 (A$ million)

Country/Region/Sector Investment 
abroad

Investment
in Australia

US 35,683.0 88,649.0

Japan 8,718.0 50,913.0

EU 39,021.0 112,212.0

Switzerland 864.0 7,132.0

Other OECD countries 22,031.0 12,266.0

ASEAN 8,154.0 8,436.0

Other countries 10,505.0 22,585.0

Intl. capital markets & inst. 6,549.0 76,805.0

Unallocated 9,701.0 21,946.0

Total                  141,226.0 400,944.0

 

Source

 

: ABS 1996a: Table  45; ABS 1996b: Table  11
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ASEAN. Investments in the US were more than twice that
invested in Japan and ASEAN together. Major investors in
Australia were the EU and the US followed by Japan.
Investments from Western countries in Australia were nearly
four times that of Japan. ASEAN investments in Australia
were slightly higher than Australia’s investment in ASEAN.
Australia’s net foreign debt rose from A$ 51,208 million in
1994 to more than A$ 180,590 million in 1995.

Australia’s stock of investment abroad consisted of official
and business sector investments. In 1995, official holdings
comprised investment by government agencies and the foreign

asset holdings of the Reserve Bank that together represented
some 17 per cent of the overall stock of Australia’s overseas
investment. Business sector investment represented 45 per cent
or close to A$ 65.8 billion in portfolio and other in-vestment,
predominantly corporate equities, and 38 per cent or about A$

 

Table 4: 

 

Australia level of investment in ASEAN, 1994–95

Country A$ million

Indonesia 1,004.0

Malaysia 2,181.0

Philippines 169.0

Singapore 4,027.0

Thailand 417.0

Other 356.0

Total 8,154.0

 

Source

 

: DFAT 1995b: Table  10; ABS 1996a: Table  45
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52.5 billion in Australian direct investment abroad (ADIA).4

The most important destination of Australia’s invest-ment in
Southeast Asia is Singapore, followed by Malaysia.

The geographical distribution of ADIA for 1993–94 was as
follows:

ASEAN 6 %
Papua New Guinea 5 %
Other Asia 4 %
United Kingdom  39 %
United States  22 %
New Zealand  15 %
Other 9 %

(Source: IC 1996:22)

The greatest bulk of ADIA went to English-speaking
developed countries. Value of stock held in East Asia has been
relatively low but corresponding figures for portfolio and
other non-official investments were considerably higher. In
recent years substantial investments have been made in the
Asian stock market, particularly Southeast Asia. A leading
financial writer recently reported that 

Australian investors have poured A$ 8 billion into Asian
stockmarkets over the past 18 months. To put that into
perspective, the entire Australian banking system accepted a
total of A$ 25 billion in deposits from local residents over
that period’(SMH 25.2.94). 

ADIA stock in ASEAN has been fluctuating over the years.
It represented 28 per cent of ADIA stock in 1979–80; it fell

4.   ADIA is defined by the ABS as ‘capital investments (and disin-
vestments) made by Australian residents in non-resident (foreign)
enterprises in which Australian residents have at least a 10 per cent
equity interest (whether by voting stock or ordinary shares)’ (IC
1996:7).
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sharply in the 1980s to around 2 per cent and rose to 8 per cent
in 1992–93 (IC 1996:23). Half of Australia’s direct invest-
ment in ASEAN was in manufacturing and the ‘bulk of the
remaindeECD countries. On the contrary, the share of ADIA
‘directed to Asia is higher than for all other OECD countries
except Japan … For example, in 1993, 10 per cent of AIDA
stock was invested in Asia, while only 7 per cent of direct
investment from the United States and United Kingdom was
held in Asia’ (IC 1996:24). Recent surveys suggest that
Australian direct investments in East Asia, particularly in
Southeast Asia, are expected to increase significantly in
coming years especially in sectors described as mining,
power and water (BIE 1995; Pacific Power & Access
Economics 1995). Burma has been attracting Australia’s
interest and ‘about 30 companies are believed to be involved
… A number of big companies, including BHP, Transfield
and CRA have been exploring new investment opportunities’
(SMH 4.12.95).

The stock of foreign investments in Australia in 1995 was
in excess of A$ 400 billion. The official sector accounted for
about 19 per cent. Non-official direct foreign investment (FDI),
mainly corporate equities, accounted for more than A$ 128
billion (32 per cent), while portfolio and other investment,
mainly in the form of borrowing, totalled almost A$ 198 billion
(49 per cent) of total stock (ABS 1996a:6). The United States
and the United Kingdom were the largest investor countries
with 22 per cent and 19 per cent of total stock respectively.
Japan was the next largest investor with 13 per cent of total
stock, followed by Hong Kong with 3.6 per cent of total stock.

At the end of 1995 the total value of Australia’s debt and
equity was A$ 1,021 billion, ‘$ 421 billion, or 41 per cent, was
owned by foreigners … At the current rate, Australians will
own a minority of their country by around 2005’ (Australian
1.1.96). Foreign investments were highest in finance and
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insurance (33 per cent), followed by manufacturing (19 per
cent), government administration and defence (19 per cent)
and mining (9.5 per cent). Australia’s current account deficit
has been increasing and stood at A$ 27.6 billion in 1995
(ABS 1996a:3); profit paid to foreign owners has been one of
the fastest growing negatives in the current account deficit.
Australia’s net foreign debt at the end of 1995 was in excess
of A$ 180 billion. Michael Crouch, a successful businessman
and government representative on the APEC Advisory
Council, said that 

Australia risks being impoverished by the massive sell-off of
businesses to foreign firms. Foreign control of key industries
is leading to massive profit shifting offshore, poor returns to
primary producers and tax minimisation (SMH 3.3.97).

In 1990 and 1995 the ASEAN region was less important as
an investment partner than Japan. Level of ASEAN investment
in Australia amounted to A$ 8.4 billion, or 2.1 per cent of total
foreign stock in 1995 (Table 5). The largest investor was Singa-
pore with A$ 6,658 million. ASEAN investors, particularly
ethnic Chinese, were important investors in the property
market. In the period 1991–1993, Hong Kong and Singapore
investors were the second largest buyers of property worth
more than A$ 5 million, or almost 28 per cent of all sales
(Australian 22.12.1995). By 1996 Singapore had become the
most important Asian investor in Australia’s city hotels and
central business district (CBD) office blocks, followed by
Malaysia, Hong Kong and other ASEAN nations. There has
been a high level of publicity about Asian migrants buying
expensive residential properties exemplified by a recent full
page coverage with pictures of mansions on how ‘Perth has
become a playground and home-away-from-home for a
growing number of wealthy Indonesians both Chinese and
pribumi (indigenous)’ (SMH 10.8.96).
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Southeast Asians are becoming major investors in Aus-
tralia’s food industry. The Asian market for food and drink
is expected to be worth some A$ 685 billion by the year
2000 with ‘most demand for dairy products, followed by
processed fruits, vegetables and juices, pet foods, cereal
products and confectionery’ (SMH 16.7.96). According to
David Jenkins, investors ‘are seeking Australian food pro-
cessors to build vertically integrated food empires, stretching
from the farmgate to the Asian supermarket shelf.’ Camerlin, a
Singapore-registered consortium 

is seeking a strategic stake in the Australian food industry,
[it] includes two of Southeast Asia’s wealthiest ethnic Chi-
nese families, including an Indonesian tycoon with close
links to President Soeharto … Another powerful Southeast
Asian consortium, Delham Investments Pty plans to estab-
lish a major regional food empire, has essentially the same
membership as Camerlin (Australian 13.7.96). 

Table 5: Selected ASEAN level of investment in Australia, 
1995

Country A$ million

Indonesia 263.0

Malaysia 1,029.0

Philippines 114.0

Singapore 6,658.0

Thailand 216.0

Other 156.0

Total 8,436.0

Source: DFAT 1995b: Table  10; ABS 1996a: Table 44
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Brunei and Indonesia have become important cattle pro-
ducers and exporters in Australia, while Japan, China and South
Korea were major meat producers and exporters.5 

Investment from East Asia is likely to rise in coming years.
The return of Hong Kong to China in 1997 is expected to lead
to a large flow of capital from Hong Kong to Australia. Ac-
cording to trade officials, Australia is also likely to be the
destination for many ‘big and small state-owned enterprises [in
China] which have accumulated large amounts of capital and
are now determined to become players overseas as well’
(Australian 25.5.96).

Aid: Australia’s Overseas Development Assistance (ODA)
has increased in dollar terms but declined as a percentage of the
country’s GNP, from 0.36 per cent in 1992 to 0.33 per cent in
1995. Total aid flow from Australia was A$ 1.33 billion in 1992
and A$ 1.56 billion in 1995. Expenditure for 1995–96 has been
estimated at A$ 1.5 billion and include a marginal increase for
total aid flows to Southeast Asia from A$ 391 million to A$
399.6 million. Australian aid is managed by the Australian
Agency for International Development (AusAID), an auto-
nomous agency within the Department of Foreign Affairs and
Trade. The government says that the need for aid is driven
‘fundamentally by humanitarian concerns. Other important
motives are Australia’s foreign policy objectives and com-
mercial interests. Development cooperation plays an important
role in enhancing Australia’s relationship with developing
countries, particularly in the Asia–Pacific region’ (Common-
wealth of Australia 1995:13).

Australian aid to Southeast Asia has increased from 21.5
per cent (A$ 285.6 million) of total Australian aid flow in

5.   According to the Meat Research Corporation (MRC) in 1996 Aus-
tralia’s meat processing industry was 51 per cent foreign-owned (AFR
10.4.97).
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1992 to 25.6 per cent (A$ 391 million) in 1995. Indonesia
was the largest recipient with some 32 per cent of Australia’s
regional aid in 1995. In recent years Vietnam has been a major
recipient of funds. Aid to Burma has been suspended since
1988 except for a small scholarship for displaced Burmese
students living in Thailand and support for a number of
initiatives in the areas of health through Non-Governmental
Organisations (NGOs). Australia’s aid expenditure to South-
east Asia flowed through three main disbursement mech-
anisms.  The first is the Country Programs with a large number
of projects in Southeast Asia with the exception of Brunei and

Table 6: Total Australian aid flows 1991–92, 1994–95 (A$ 
million)

Region 1991–92 1994–95

Papua New Guinea 335.0 320.5

South Pacific 118.6 131.1

China 60.1 100.0

Southeast Asia 285.6 391.0

South Asia 70.3 63.5

Africa 112.3 101.3

Other regions 30.0 32.6

Other contributions* 318.4 284.4

Total ODA 1,330.3 1,424.4

*Contributions to multilateral organisations, other ODA
expenditures.

Source: Commonwealth of Australia 1995: Table  1
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Singapore. The Country Programs is aimed at ‘the develop-
ment of closer economic relations and the pursuit of mutual
benefits, whilst also promoting social and economic
development’ (Commonwealth of Australia 1995:31). In
1994–95 Country Programs represented 64.5 per cent of total
aid flows to Southeast Asia. 

In recent years Indonesia has been the largest recipient of
Country Programs aid. Aid has been directed at priority sectors
designated by the Indonesian government ‘particularly
education and training, rural development, infra-structure,
environmental management and health. Direct poverty re-
duction was also emphasised, including through a geographical

Table 7: Australian aid flows to Southeast Asia 1994–95 
(A$ million) 

Country Country
Programs

Others Total

Indonesia 67.6 73.7 141.3

Philippines 40.3 13.8 54.1

Thailand 27.4 13.8 41.2

Malaysia 3.9 12.5 16.4

Vietnam 52.2 7.9 60.1

Cambodia 23.0 4.7 27.7

Laos 11.9 3.8 15.7

Other & regional 27.8 6.7 34.5

Total 254.1 136.9 391.0

Source: Commonwealth of Australia 1995: Table  5
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focus on the poorest provinces’ (Commonwealth of Australia
1995:31). Aid to Vietnam resumed in 1991 and increased sub-
stantially thereafter, while aid to Malaysia declined markedly in
view of Malaysia’s strong economic achievements. Burma’s
program was suspended in response to the 1988 Rangoon
massacre. Regional programs included a number of projects in
the field of health, population and narcotic control; APEC
support program; and the ASEAN–Australia Economic
Cooperation Program (Commonwealth of Australia 1995:34–
35). A relatively large component of country aid is contracted
out by AusAID to Australian companies and individuals.

In addition to the Country Programs to Southeast Asia, aid
is disbursed through Global Programs and Corporate Services.
Global Programs aid include: multilateral contributions to the
World Bank, the Asian Development Bank, various United
Nations agencies and the Commonwealth (13%); funds for
NGOs (17%); funds for emergencies and refugees (3%); and
funds to subsidise Australian business contracts in Southeast
Asia through the Development Import Finance Facility (DIFF)
program (67%). The latter pays for various types of financial
assistance worth 35 per cent of a contract price in developing
countries. Together it amounted to an estimated A$ 132 million
for 1994–95. Corporate Services valued at some A$ 5 million
consisted of consultancies and money paid to executives to
manage AusAID in Southeast Asia.

The most important segment of the Global Program for
Southeast Asia has been the DIFF disbursement facility.
Funding for the 1994–95 year was around A$ 120 million.
Indonesia and China have been major recipients and during
that period Australian firms have been subsidised to undertake
projects in the Philippines, Vietnam and Thailand. Since 1982
more than A$ 850 million has been given to Australian firms
for infrastructural work in developing countries. Indonesia has
been the largest beneficiary of DIFF, with 46 per cent of all
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disbursement from 1983 to 1995 (Commonwealth of Australia
1995:56,75). Most of the money has gone to a small number of
companies ‘a mere 10 firms have gained two-thirds of all
grants. At the top of the list was A$ 153.4 million to Transfield
Holdings, one of Australia’s biggest construction companies’
(SMH 29.6.96). Transfield has been one of Australia’s largest
contributor to the Liberal Party. 6

Australia’s aid to Southeast Asia has placed considerable
focus on humanitarian needs and the eradication of poverty. In
recent years, however, aid has become increasingly formulated
in the context of Australia’s commercial and trading interests.
More consideration is now given to the profitability of aid for
Australia in the context of its overall strategy of boosting export
markets in Southeast Asia. Australian NGOs have been vocal
critics of Australia’s overseas aid: ‘[T]he government has
continued to use the overseas aid program to help Australian
business rather than the world’s poor … a growing proportion of
Australia’s aid program is directly aimed at expanding
Australian exports’ (Development Bulletin July 1992:31). Aid
programs have been tied to government departments’ role in
boosting Australia’s economic and security interests: the
Department of Industry, Science, and Technology; Austrade
(Australian Trade Commission); Department of Foreign Affairs
and Trade; and the Department of Defence. Aid commitments to
Southeast Asia have been linked to the growing export base of
the country’s industrial military complex and in an effort to
capture a share of the region’s growing infra-structural and
defence budgets. 

Some cuts in aid disbursement have taken place since the
1996 election of a conservative government, including the

6.   Transfield was the third largest corporate donor to the Labor
Party in the 1996 election after Lend Lease and Westpac (SMH
29.6.96).
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cancellation of the A$-125-million-per-year DIFF program.
This is likely to lead to the loss of some 50 contracts tendered
by 86 Australian companies in China, Indonesia, the Philip-
pines and Vietnam worth A$ 1,074 billion. This would affect
companies like the Melbourne-based Transfield Defence
Systems that stood to lose a large contract to supply three naval
units to the Philippines (Hong Kong Standard 16.5.96). In the
last decade Indonesia received about 46 per cent of the
Australia’s DIFF funding (SMH 30.5.96).

Prospects: In recent years Australia has become more
dependent on Southeast Asia’s markets and the expectation of
a fast-growing region. The region’s industrialisation will put
more demands on Australia’s mining and agricultural re-
sources. Food needs alone will open up new opportunities for
Australia (DFAT 1994a). Economic growth and rising income
in East Asia will lead to changing diets and substantial
increases in the demands for grain and meat that could benefit
Australia. According to Lester Brown from the World Watch
Institute, China and other East Asian countries are likely to face
large grain deficit in the coming decades. Grain pro-duction in
China would likely ‘fall by at least 20 per cent between 1990
and 2030’ and its food grain imports would rise to between 216
million and 378 million tonnes by 2030 (SMH 26.8.94). 

Rising affluence in Southeast Asia and a projected popu-
lation of over 615 million by the year 2010 should afford
outstanding opportunities for Australia’s food and mining
products. A recent report on Southeast Asia’s market potential
projected that 

an improvement in Australia’s share of the Southeast Asian
market for food and agricultural imports from 7.5 per cent to
9.5 per cent over the coming two decades, could deliver a
five-fold increase in food and agricultural export revenue.
Significant further benefits could also flow from increased
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exports of food and agricultural technology and agri-
business-related services (DFAT 1994a:xlv). 

Australia, however, needed to become a major player in the
Asian agribusiness and this would require major investment in
the region. Other impediments to greater food and agricultural
food exports included ‘tariffs and other restrictions on imports
into Southeast Asia; concepts of national goals of food and
agricultural self-sufficiency and imperfect transport linkages
between Australia and Southeast Asia’ (DFAT 1994:239).
Australian food pro-cessors, for example, have been ‘locked
out of regional markets by an ASEAN scheme that sets in
concrete a regime of tariffs reaching extremes of 60 per cent
on some products’ (Business Asia May 1994:1). Competition
from highly subsidised countries such as the United States is
another obstacle to Australia’s increased share of the growing
Asian food market that is ‘expected to be worth A$ 200
billion by the turn of the century’ (SMH 10.7.93).

Australia’s Asian population is likely to strengthen eco-
nomic links with Southeast Asia. The country’s immigration
program is an integral part of the government’s strategy to
increase the level of trade and investment with Asia. Ac-
cording to a government report, a growing Asian population,
particularly ethnic Chinese, is likely to provide 

Australian business with skills and contacts … There has
been a special interest in East Asia, which has been the
region of the world enjoying the fastest rate of economic
growth and is considered to have the greatest potential for
expanding Australia’s trade and investment relationship
(BIMPR 1995:xi). 

There are a number of obstacles to greater trade ties on both
sides of the equator. Australians complain about a whole
spectrum of ASEAN market-access barriers that prevent better
access to potentially lucrative markets. Indeed the costs of
quotas, licenses and tariffs are generally high in ASEAN
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countries, except for Singapore and Brunei. However there are
also a number of other formal and informal barriers to
increased trade and investment with Asia arising from both
government protection and informal business practices.
However, Australians have also created barriers for temselves,
by failing to be aware of and adapting to Asian cultures, and
failing to introduce appropriate government policies, and
business practices. Australian firms need to understand the
formal and informal business networks, as well as the relation-
ships between business, government and key public service
officials that exist in each country (BIMPR 1995:18).

 Difference in business practices and ethics are obviously a
major problem. One example is the claimed reluctance of
Australian businesses to pay bribes, a common practice in
Asia, to facilitate business negotiations and contract awards
(DFAT 1995d; Milner 1996).7 In most Southeast Asian
countries Australians face many restrictions on investing and
setting up business. In a number of instances, investments in
some sectors, especially mass media and real estate, are
prohibited (PECC 1995; APEC 1994; IC 1996).

Quick profit mentality of Australian entrepreneurs has been
a problem. Professor Stephen FitzGerald of the Asia–Australia
Institute has blamed the greed mentality of the Australian
business community in their dealings with Asia: 

One of the greatest causes of failure was the ‘El Dorado’
mentality that pervaded the leadership of even some of the
most conservative of Australian corporations; in for the short
haul, the quick return, the profit jackpot; make a decision to
go in but make another decision within less than a year to
pull out because the spoils were said to be there for the
picking in North America, or somewhere else. This
leadership phenomenon was to have significant impact on

7.    Anthony Milner’s book is largely about selected Australians’
perceptions of Asia. 
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the nature of our engagement with Asia (FitzGerald
1995:160). 

Southeast Asian investors are critical of Australia’s high
taxation regime, strong unions and high wages, and transport
costs that make Australia less competitive than it was ten years
ago. High labour cost and restrictive labour market practices
are often mentioned as well as legal impediment to staff
dismissal, indigenous people’s claim to land, environ-mental
protection and land use regulations. Many Asian investors
thought that Australia is fine for a holiday and a place to buy
property and raise the kids but not a place for business and
trade. 

A recent McKinsey Global Institute study, What ails
Australia, said that ‘Australia is a country with poor labour
productivity and a lack of aspiration and innovation on the part
of its business leaders that have left its economic prosperity at
a standstill since 1970’ (SMH 29.5.96). According to the 1996
World Competitiveness Yearbook, Australia has become less
internationally competitive in recent years and slipped five
places since 1995 (SMH 28.5.96). The Far Eastern Economic
Review survey of Australia stated categorically that ‘if
Australia really wants to be taken seriously in Asian markets, it
must first become competitive globally – which means getting
things right at home … To become the region’s next tiger, the
entire economy would need to make a tectonic shift’ (FEER
11.4.96:62). The ‘getting things right at home’ meant labour
market deregulation, substantial cuts in federal government
spending, reducing the cost of shipping, and lowering taxes
and environmental protection. For Richard Humphry, the
managing director of the Australian Stock Exchange, the
strategy is not about ‘trying to be part of Asia. It’s about
making ourselves competitive in a world’s environ-ment. And
if you ask me what the biggest obstacle to that is, I’d say the
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culture.’ Australians lacked a trading mentality ‘like their
hardscrabble Asian neighbours to the north’ (FEER
11.4.96:63). Much of this talk about Australia’s impediments
to closer economic relations with Southeast Asia has become
part of the new conservative government’s platform to speed
up the deregulation of the labour market, further privatise
public assets and continue cutting back on social expenditures.

Australia’s business culture is still heavily oriented towards
North America and Western Europe, particularly Britain. It is
the legacy of the country’s history and the familiarity its
business people have in dealing with their own business
network and culture. The foreign investment pattern in Aus-
tralia is a reflection of its commercial bias towards the Western
world. The problem was exemplified recently when Singapore
accused Australia of ‘being not quite ready to take on an Asian
partner’ and that the country’s heart and mind were still with
Britain. At issue was the failure of Singapore Airlines and
Singapore Telecom International in their effort to buy a stake in
Qantas and into a mobile telephone network. Singapore
Airlines had put a bid for a 25 per cent stake in Qantas which
went to British Airways. Singapore Telecom International had
been willing to invest S$ 1.6 billion in Australia’s third mobile
telephone network. The bid was lost to Arena Gsm, a consor-
tium headed by British telecommunications Vodaphone
(Australian 23.12.1992). 

The lack of enthusiasm on the part of many Australian
investors to move to East Asia is viewed by many as a clash
between Australian and East Asian capitalism. An Australian
correspondent in Asia said that the real issue is about country
teams playing by different rules. The Asian side comes out best
because it is well organised, disciplined, hierarchical, and
Machiavellian in its approach to business. Asian businesses
receive much help from their government, something many
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Australians do not understand sufficiently well. Not least is the
ability of Asian government leaders to ruthlessly exploit
Australia’s insecurity; it is ‘playing the power game by one
system based on control against another system based
essentially on freedom from regulation and on individual
competition’ and where Southeast Asia came out the winner
(Byrnes 1994:137). Australia needed a new approach to the
challenge of Asian capitalism, 

a revolution of attitude in its total approach to Asia. Self-
effacing to the outside world but destructively aggressive
between themselves, Australians need a stronger com-
mercially oriented united front … [it needs] to replace its
false sophistication with a much more hard-edged Asian
realism (Byrnes 1994:204,225) 

Beyond the issues of economic integration and growth
loomed growing concerns about population pressure and
environmental degradation. Australia’s population reached some
18 million in 1996 and is likely to rise to between 22.5 and 23.9
million by 2021 (ABS 1996d:26). During that period Southeast
Asia’s population is likely to increase considerably: 264.1
million for Indonesia, 29.8 million for Malaysia and 111.7
million for Vietnam (ABS 1996d: 26, 28). Export opportunities
for Australia’s main resource trading sectors need to be viewed
in the context of the country’s natural environment. Many
leading scientists believe that Australia’s current population
is already unsustainable given the continent’s fragile eco-
system and damaging production regime (SMH 14.12.96). A
larger population is likely to lower living standards for most
people. According to some scientists, Australians have ‘scant
regard for the fact they live in by far the smallest, the flattest, the
driest, the least fertile and climatically the most unpredictable
continent’ (Silva 1996:9).  



– 3 –

Geopolitics of Regionalism

A major challenge for Australia is the trade strategy it adopts
to maximise export potential. The benefits from multilateral
agreement have been limited because of barriers to trade in
agricultural products and Australia’s small power status in
trade negotiations. Bilaterally managed trade has been more
rewarding as exemplified in the Australia–Japan economic
arrangement. More promising according to leading officials
is the possibility of greater economic security in a regional
trading bloc. Support for this thesis has been based on global
trends in trade which point to the regionalisation of trade and
the formation of regional trading blocs. Given its unique
circumstances, Australia’s challenge is how to best secure its
economic future and steadily boost exports in a regional
framework. According to the former Prime Minister, Paul
Keating, Australia’s future is clearly with Asia–Pacific
Economic Cooperation (APEC), and his preferred vision is
for an ‘integrated market which includes Australia and
New Zealand, the ASEAN countries, the three Chinas,
Korea, Japan and North America – a market of two billion
people producing half the world’s output’ (Asian Business
Review April 1993:18). In a post cold war climate where
geopolitics has largely given grounds to geoeconomics,
there are many reasons to be sceptical about Paul Keating’s
vision of a new Asia–Pacific order. 

In the 1970s Australia failed to realise the commercial
potential of ASEAN. At the time Australian markets were
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closed to the region’s labour-intensive industries and the
country was unable to come to terms with the implications of
ASEAN’s growing economies becoming a cohesive force and
an important market. Singapore’s Lee Kuan Yew warned
Australia then about the danger of building walls. He said that
the country was ‘more restrictive, more conservative and more
backward-looking than the meanest of the European … You
will become increasingly irrelevant when we come to make up
our minds about major regional policies’ (FEER 19.9.80:25).
ASEAN attempts to negotiate a regional agreement were largely
ignored and later when Australia decided to open up it was too
late. ASEAN’s economic success, political bargaining power,
and optimism about its future have led to a more exclusionary
policy towards Australia.

In 1992 ASEAN formed a regional trading bloc, the
ASEAN Free Trade Area (AFTA). AFTA was a reaction to
growing economic regionalism, particularly under pressure
from the European Union and the North America Free Trade
Area (NAFTA). The 1992 ASEAN Singapore summit agreed
to create a free trade area by the year 2008. By the end of 1992
the number of excluded items from the Common Effective
Preferential Tariff (CEPT) scheme had grown substantially: 

Indonesia has the highest number of items – 1,967 in all –
which it wants temporarily excluded from the CEPT scheme
… Only Singapore had fulfilled its commitments to
unilaterally eliminate tariffs on 5,713 items worth more than
S$ 21 billion a year which it imports from ASEAN
(Australian 10.2.93). 

At the 1994 meeting in Chiang Mai, Thailand, ASEAN
ministers decided to speed up the process of trade liberalisation
and reduce tariffs on most imports to ‘0–5 per cent by 2003 …
Each country will retain the right, however, to keep some
sensitive product out of AFTA’ (FEER 6.10.94:15). In 1996
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ASEAN agreed for Indonesia to ‘prolong tariff protection for
15 categories of agricultural products derived from rice, sugar,
wheat flour and cloves’ (Wall Street Journal Europe 6.5.96).
Singapore and Brunei have benefited most from AFTA
because they have the lowest tariff levels in Southeast Asia.
Burma and possibly Laos and Cambodia are expected to join
in 1997.8

Australia’s economic growth strategy requires a substantial
increase in exports of value-added products to ASEAN
countries. Developments within AFTA, however, have had the
effect of blockading Australian exports. One of the most
difficult obstacles has been the ASEAN Industrial Joint
Venture (AIJV) scheme that provides investors with access to
the ASEAN market and imposes high tariff on outsiders. An
example is Nestlé’s more-than-US$-100-million food pro-
cessing investment in ASEAN. In return, Nestlé has free access
to the region’s market and receives a high level of protection
from the import of food products which Nestlé manufactures
(Business Asia May 1994:1). This type of policy has restricted
the expansion of Australia’s manufacturing food exports. 

Singapore, Malaysia and Indonesia have opposed
Australia’s inclusion in AFTA preferring to proceed slowly
into building their free-trade area and progressively include
Indochina. Indonesia’s Ambassador to Canberra told the
press in 1996 that Australia could never become a member of
ASEAN. While Papua New Guinea has been refused
admission, Taiwan’s application to join AFTA has received

8.   The case of Papua New Guinea presented an interesting geopo-
litical problem. It applied for membership to ASEAN but was re-
fused on the grounds that it was not part of Southeast Asia and not
an Asian country. This could be viewed as racial discrimination on
the part of ASEAN or a convenient ploy to maintain the organisa-
tion’s internal cohesion. 
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some support. Singapore’s Lee Kuan Yew said that ‘Australia
and New Zealand’s desire to join Southeast Asian economies
in a free trade agreement was logical and beneficial but not
immediately feasible’ (AFR 19.4.94). AFTA’s future, how-
ever, is uncertain as there are signs that its vision may be
threatened by a fast changing global environment. One factor
is that ASEAN is increasingly in competition for investment
with countries outside the region. China and India, for example,
are becoming very competitive and offer attractive incentives to
foreign investors. Some ASEAN countries are also concerned
about domestic backlash to liberalisation in trade. There is
pressure to open up AFTA to outsiders and for ASEAN
members to seek membership to other groups. Recently the
Philippines suggested that AFTA offer membership to APEC
countries, and Singapore made it known that it is likely to apply
for admission to NAFTA. The United States appeared
committed to ‘a liberal trading system by opening up NAFTA to
East Asia and Eastern Europe … This was part of the original
NAFTA vision of the Bush administration’ (FEER 2.6.94:5). In
1994 Australia proposed a new free-trade zone, the Western
Pacific Free Trade Zone (WPFTZ) linking AFTA with the
Australia–New Zealand Closer Economic Relations (CER)
agreement. There is already a free-trade area between
Australia and New Zealand. Only Thailand has been sup-
portive of a link between AFTA and CER. A possible entry
point to bring Australia into ASEAN emerged in 1996 with the
establishment of another growth triangle in Southeast Asia
incorporating parts of Australia: the Australia Indonesia
Development Area (AIDA) between Eastern Indonesia,
including Bali, and Northern Australia. 

ASEAN has been effective as a political alliance to gain
economic and political leverage on Australia. ASEAN has
been used to divide the Pacific Union and strengthen
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ASEAN’s negotiating position in trade and security matters.9

This was clearly demonstrated when Malaysia excluded
Australia from the March 1995 EU–Asia talks (ASEM).
ASEAN’s strategy has reaffirmed its role as ‘the primary
regional alliance. It also coincides with renewed doubts about
the ambitious agenda of the Asia–Pacific Economic Cooperation
forum – the broader-based grouping on which Australia pins
much of its hopes for integration with Southeast Asia’ (Age
25.9.95). More recently, some Southeast Asian countries
claimed that Australia’s racism disqualified it from regional
membership in the new ASEM forum (AFR 28.1.97).

There is also the question of Japan’s role in the economic
integration of East Asia. Intra-regional trade within East Asia
has increased significantly in recent years, partly because of
fast-paced economic regional growth and the benefits of
geographical proximity. East Asia’s intra-regional imports as a
percentage of total imports increased from 34.8 per cent in
1980 to 51.1 per cent in 1992; while East Asia’s intra-regional
exports increased from 33.9 per cent to 42.3 per cent in the
same period of time (JETRO 1993:16). Much of the growth in
intra-regional trade is due to intra-industry trade as a result of
Japanese investment in East Asia. Regional trade development
has raised the possibility that Japan intends to form a regional
economic bloc under Japanese leadership. However, many
critical issues divide the region for the emergence of an East
Asian regional economic bloc in the near future. Japan, which
holds the world’s largest reserves, is nevertheless becoming a
dominant financial power in the region. The Bank of Japan
announced in 1996 that it would ‘enter into repurchase [of
government bonds] agreements with Australia, Indonesia,

9.   The Pacific Union is used to denote the economic and strategic
alliance linking together all liberal democracies. At the core are the
so-called G7 countries.
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Malaysia, the Philippines, Singapore and Thailand’ (Aus-
tralian 25.5.96). The implication is that ‘Japan has now
undertaken to be banker of the last resort for us [Australians],
as well as other countries in the region. Tokyo has now taken
the place of London in Australia’s calculations’ (Australian
25.5.96).

Despite Australia’s substantial export growth to the region
its share of the East Asian market has declined significantly in
the past twenty years. According to a study by Australia’s
Economic Planning Advisory Commission (EPAC), Aus-
tralia’s trade share declined from an index level of 84 in 1984
to 64 in 1992 (Table 8). Australia’s share of East Asia’s imports
shrank from 4.05 per cent in 1985 to 2.89 per cent in 1993. The
loss of the 1.16 per cent share of the regional market ‘was the
equivalent to A$ 12 billion in exports forgone’ (AFR 16.9.96).
In the past two years Australia’s share of Japan’s import market
has declined from 5 per cent to 4 per cent despite a growth in
excess of 20 per cent of Japan’s imports (SMH 27.6.96). This
was due to East Asian imports growth in sectors where
Australia had no competitive advantage. Australia’s market
share for crude materials and fuels increased their shares, for
example, while there has been a decline in market share for
all other sectors. Other explanations pointed more directly at
Australia’s labour and transportation costs. In the end it was
due mainly to major increases in intra-regional trade in East
Asia which meant that trading shares for countries outside the
region declined. While the US’s, Canada’s and New Zealand’s
shares of the East Asian market have fallen, the value of their
trade has increased. What is interesting is the strength of the
EC12 position from 1988 to 1992. 

A few years ago Australia, Japan and the ASEAN states
joined together in a large regional grouping: the Asia Pacific
Economic cooperation (APEC) forum. Japan initiated the
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proposal but for political reasons Australia became the official
sponsor in 1989.10 The formation of APEC dates back to 1967
when the Japanese economist Kojima Kiyoshi proposed a
Pacific Free Trade Area (PAFTA) as a counterweight to the
European Economic Community (EEC). It led to the establish-
ment of the Pacific Trade and Development Conference
(PAFTAD) which was followed by the Pacific Economic
Cooperation Conference (PECC). APEC has made some
headway in recent years. At the 1994 meeting at Bogor,
Indonesia, members endorsed free trade and investment by the
year 2020, and by 2010 for industrialised countries. In 1996 at
Subic Bay in the Philippines, APEC agreed ‘to harmonise tariff

Table 8: Trade shares in Asia *  (Index, 1965 = 100)

Area 1970 1980 1984 1988 1992

Australia 103 61 84 73 64

US 114 80 88 88 80

EC12** 93 61 68 95 93

Canada 113 75 84 96 59

NZ 112 108 118 142 100

* Trade data are based on source country exports (free-
on-board values). East Asia includes ASEAN, the NICs,
China and Japan. 
** EC12 = EU members as of the end of 1993.

Source: Epac 1994:27 based on Australian National
University Data Tapes

10.    Members in 1995 were ASEAN countries excluding Vietnam,
Canada, Chile, China, Hong Kong, Japan, Mexico, New Zealand,
Australia, Papua New Guinea, South Korea, Taiwan and the US.
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categories by the end of the year and customs-clearance
procedures by 1998’ (FEER 5.12.96:18). What is important to
keep in mind are the geopolitics behind the existence and
dynamics of APEC. For example, it has been suggested that
APEC is a joint venture between Japan and the United States to
maintain their economic dominance and control trade agenda in
the Asia–Pacific, and to allow them to expand a multilateral
trading network as part of their ‘open regionalism’ policy. What
is more certain is that APEC has an important security role to
manage tensions between Japan, China and the US, and to
provide a platform for Japan to increase its role in the
political and economic affairs of the region. 

Australia’s membership to APEC is a critical component
of its regional foreign policy. As a key member Australia has
an opportunity to participate and influence regional develop-
ment. However, many of the key countries including Indonesia
and China have refused to make trade concessions in the short
term. Only Australia, the US, Japan, Canada and New Zealand
have agreed in principle to implement a free-trade area by the
year 2010. The US specialist on Japan, Chalmers Johnson, has
argued that the efforts of the US and Australia to promote a
free-trade regime could provoke a split ‘down the middle of the
Pacific Ocean, leaving the North American countries to
develop NAFTA into a more substantive supra-national trading
bloc’ (SMH 14.11.94). Australia and China, among others,
were pushing to lift the moratorium imposed in 1994 on
including new members. A large number of countries wanted
to join: Russia, India, Mongolia, Peru, Vietnam, Ecuador
Colombia, Laos, and Panama. Liberalisation of trade within
APEC is likely to put pressure on AFTA to offer membership
to outside countries and ‘multilateralise’ AFTA. 

Malaysia’s Prime Minister Mahathir has challenged the
role of APEC. He has lobbied vigorously for an all-Asian–East



Geopolitics of Regionalism 45 

Asia Economic Caucus (EAEC)11 which he proposed in late
1990 – ASEAN, China, Japan, South Korea and Taiwan –
under Japan’s leadership. According to Malaysia the East
needed to counterbalance the power of the West, particularly in
the latter’s demands to link human rights to economic issues in
international forums and trade negotiations. Malaysia has said
that the exclusion of Western countries is necessary to protect
Asian interests. Japan has been non-committal on the issue.
Officially Singapore has not been supportive of the idea. Lee
Kuan Yew has often said that a strong US economic and
military presence in the region is necessary while at the same
time voicing his concern about rising Japanese economic
influence in Southeast Asia. Singapore has been encouraging
the European Union to increase its economic influence to
counterweight Japan’s dominant role in Southeast Asia and
Singapore’s Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong has proposed a
Pacific–American Free Trade Area (PAFTA) which would
bring APEC and NAFTA together (FEER 2.6.94:5). 

APEC is not viable without the US and Japan, yet they
have made no genuine commitment to the advancement of a
truly embryonic region with proposals such as a customs union
or the free movement of labour. President Clinton’s economic
adviser in Tokyo Dr Ed Lincoln said that APEC’s role was
likely to be ‘another OECD, which would involve a minimalist
approach with a bunch of meetings and a bureaucracy cranking
out statistics’ (SMH 1.12.94). According to Winston Lord, the
US Assistant Secretary of State for East Asian and Pacific
Affairs, President Clinton’s failure to attend the 1995 APEC
meeting in Osaka damaged APEC standing and the US’s
image in the region (SMH 13.4.96). The US Council on
Foreign Relations has warned President Clinton not to expect
major trade progress from APEC and to rely more on bilateral
relations. The report said that ‘the professed enthusiasm by

11.   Originally called the East Asian Economic Grouping (EAEG).
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Asian leaders for liberalising trade under APEC is not likely to
be matched soon by much action from governments’
(Australian 13.4.96). Japan’s policy has been to shy away from
regional bloc proposals and support instead a global approach
to free trade. Professor Ryutaro Komiya, an economist and
adviser to the Trade Ministry, has accused the US of insincerity
about its role in APEC. He said that the US ‘plays trade policy
games all the time. When the US representative talks about
trade liberalisation at APEC it seems to mean trade
liberalisation by APEC members other than the US along the
lines of US wishes’ (AFR 16.7.96). In Australia there is
increasing concern that the country’s unilateral import con-
cessions have been premature and too costly in job and export
losses.12 Some Australians commentators have questioned
East Asia’s commitment to the removal of tariffs and non-tariff
barriers. There is great concern about the impact of tariff cuts
on the country’s car industry and the government has
‘signalled a retreat from its APEC commitment to slash tariffs
on cars from 15 per cent to zero by 2010’ (SMH 5.8.96). 

At this juncture, Australia’s regional economic integration
has been limited to New Zealand. Its participation in other
regional groupings has been confidence-building efforts that
have more to do with the security problems of the region.13

12.   Australia’s manufacturing sector has been declining;‘produc-
tion is at a three-year low, profits are down by 30 per cent, and job
cuts are a daily fact of life. In the last six years, more than 60,000
engineers have lost their jobs’ (FEER 20.3.97:52).
13.  Gareth Evans says that 

confidence-building measures (CBMs) are basically arrangements de-
signed to produce a sense of assurance and a belief in the trustworthi-
ness of states and actions they undertake. CBMs aim to reduce or
eliminate mutual misunderstandings, suspicions and fears by making
security needs and military intentions explicit, by creating processes to
defuse situations at an early stage, and generally to create a greater de-
gree of interdependence and mutual confidence in the conduct of na-
tions’ affairs (Monthly Record, vol. 62, no. 7, July 1991, p. 368).
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Their main function has been to get people together, to talk and
build up trust but their future trade benefits are uncertain.
Australia had much to gain by broadening the geographical
scope of its trade efforts to include other close neighbours.
Australia’s western frontage on the Indian Ocean offers great
opportunities to develop major economic links with India, and
the countries of East and South Africa. There are also potential
gains for Australia to establish greater economic links with the
EU as a bridgehead to the Asian continent.14 

14.   Australia’s Prime Minister, John Howard, said recently that he
‘did not perceive Australia as being a bridge between Asia and the
West’. His remark was interpreted by some as marking the govern-
ment’s decision to ‘relinquish any role in encouraging European
companies to use Australia as a base for expansion into new Asian
markets’ (SMH 18.9.96).



– 4 –

In Search of a New Identity

Cultural and identity differences between Australia and
Southeast Asia are major obstacles to further regional
integration. Australia is a country attempting to forge a new
and broader identity bringing together the Occident and the
Orient. Its policy of multiculturalism and what has been
dubbed as the ‘Asianisation’ of the Australian population
have been bold steps on a path to build an Eurasian society.
Nevertheless, cultural diversity and a large Asian population
are not sufficient assets to promote Australia’s new identity
without a communality of values to enable people to work
effectively together in relative peace.

Australia has embarked on a policy of multiculturalism and
liberalised its immigration to encourage more Asians to settle
in the country. The process began with the 1966 amendments
to the White Australia Policy. It was well underway in the late
1970s with the admission of large numbers of refugees from
Indochina, particularly boat people from Vietnam. For the last
twenty years there has been a gradual shift of settlers away
from Europe, mainly Britain and Ireland, to other regions,
particularly Asia. The total number of settlers arriving in
Australia has varied over the years. There was a gradual
increase in the 1980s that reached a peak of 151,510 arrivals in
1988 then declined to 65,610 arrivals in 1993. In the past years,
including 1995–96, the immigration program has not exceeded
a yearly intake of 96,000 settlers. In 1996 the new coalition
government announced a decrease in the immigration intake to
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a maximum of 74,000 for the 1996–97 period. This involved
major cutbacks in numbers under the family reunion and
humanitarian categories in favour of skilled and wealthy
migrants. The new policy framework is to favour migrants
willing to settle in designated places away from the main
population centres on the eastern seaboard (SMH 4.7.96;
8.7.96). 

New settlers to Australia have been admitted under a
number of immigration categories that included family
reunion, refugee and humanitarian, business, skilled labour,
and employer-nominee migrants. In 1988 when more than
150,000 settlers arrived in Australia, 71,000 were for family

Table 9: Australia: Settler arrivals by region of birth 1988, 
1991, 1993

Region 1988 1991 1993

Oceania 29,530 10,280 9,280

Europe 45,180 30,230 19,570

Middle East 9,410 6,800 4,340

Southeast Asia 30,920 25,250 13,370

Northeast Asia 14,580 23,490 8,590

South Asia 7,560 10,580 4,900

Americas 7,800 6,620 3,080

Africa 6,530 3,370 2,480

Total 151,510 116,620 65,610

Source: ABS 1994: Table  4
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reunion, 14,000 were refugees; and 65,000 entered under the
skills program (SMH 14.5.90). Australia’s immigration pro-
gram has been largely dictated by political considerations as
to numbers, category of migrants and origins of migrants.
Powerful lobbies such as the real estate and housing industry
have been very influential in political decisions about mi-
gration.

In the early 1960s when the migrant intake totalled more
than 100,000, about 300 Asians per year were allowed into the
country. The intake of Asian migrants increased rapidly during
the 1970s from 14 per cent in 1974 to 36 per cent in 1979. Of
all settler arrivals in 1988, Asians represented 35 per cent and
40.9 per cent in 1993 (Table  9). Numbers are almost double
with the addition of long-term arrivals. Long-term arrivals are
people who intend to stay in Australia longer than 12 months
and include a large number of Asian students. Many of the
long-term arrivals have gained settler status. This was the
case with more than the 60,000 students from China who
benefited from political refugee status following the 1989
Tiananmen Square massacre. Settler arrivals from Southeast
Asia have declined in recent years. Vietnam has been the
most important country of origin, followed by the Philippines
and Malaysia. The number of illegal residents in Australia has
increased in recent years; their total number was estimated at
60,000 in 1980 (Australian 20.6.1980).

In 1994 Australia’s population was close to 18 million.
More than 4 million were born overseas. Within that group,
one million were born in Northeast Asia, one million in South
Asia, and more than 500,000 in Southeast Asia. Australia’s
population of Asian origin in 1994 was estimated at about 8
per cent of the total population, or about 10 per cent if the
definition of Asia is widened to include West Asia – the
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Middle East and Turkey.15 Ethnic Chinese formed the largest
group from Asia (coming from Hong Kong, China, Vietnam,
Singapore and Indonesia) followed by Vietnamese and In-
dians. A leading demographer has projected that almost 27
per cent of Australia will be of Asian origin by the year 2020
(Australian 4.12.93). Australia’s population in 1939 was
about 90 per cent Anglo-Celtic whereas in 1994 the figure
was closer to 70 per cent.16

Participation rate in higher education for among the18–27
age group has been much higher for Asian groups, especially
among newly arrived Chinese dialect speakers (26.4 per cent),
and Vietnamese (24.9 per cent) as compared to English
speakers (12.7 per cent) (SMH 13.3.1996). Many Vietnamese-
speaking university students came from the poorer areas of
south-western Sydney. Despite these socio-economic handi-
caps, the Vietnamese-speaking group has achieved a part-
icipation rate in higher education double that of students from
English-speaking background … The Vietnamese were re-
peating the classic migrant success story with parents pushing
their children to overcome class and other handicaps by
becoming better educated and aiming for better-paid jobs
(SMH 13.3.96).

The majority of Asian migrants have settled in Australia’s
largest cities, particularly Sydney, which attracted some 38

15.  Australia’s Bureau of Statistics includes Iran, Iraq, Israel and
Lebanon under the rubric of ‘Western Asia’. According to the De-
partment of Immigration the countries listed above are not part of
Asia but rather the Middle East. The wider definition of Asia used
by the United Nations and many academics includes the Middle East
and Turkey.
16.   Diana Giese has recently published a book about what it is like
‘to be Chinese’ in Australia, Astronauts, Lost Souls and Dragons:
Conversations with Chinese Australians, St. Lucia: University of
Queensland Press, 1997.
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per cent of Australia’s yearly intake of all migrants. Sydney is
Australia’s most cosmopolitan city with about 33 per cent of
the population born overseas. Sydney’s ethnic distribution has
changed dramatically in recent years with Asians becoming
increasingly part of its cultural life and dominant in many areas
such as Cabramatta, Chatswood and Ku-ring-gai (BIMPR
1996).

Australia has initiated many important programs in the
media, school and university system to promote ‘Asia-
literacy’. There have been substantial increases in the number
of school children taking Asian languages while the number of
students taking European languages such as German and
French have declined. National priority funding applied to four
languages: Modern Standard Chinese, Indonesian, Japanese,
and Korean. The government’s objective has been to expand
teaching of Asian languages and studies in Australian schools

Table 10: Australians of Southeast Asian origin, by 
country of birth, 1993

Country of Birth Estimated Number of Residents

Indonesia 37,200

Malaysia 84,700

Philippines 85,500

Singapore 29,900

Vietnam 137,000

Other 54,900

Total 429,200

Source: ABS 1993: Table  2
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so that by the year 2006 ‘25 per cent of Year 12 students should
be studying a second language, of whom 60 per cent, that is 15
per cent of all Year 12 students, should study a priority Asian
language, up from 4 per cent in 1993’ (Mackerras 1995:95). At
the tertiary level, Asian Studies have become the national
priority. The Asian Studies Association of Australia reported
that 

Asian Studies – and the people involved with it – are fast
moving from the periphery of Australian education and
society to being close to centre-stage. There is expanding
demand for expertise on Asia whether in languages, the
social sciences or humanities (Hooper 1995:72). 

Important ties with East Asia have been developed
through the higher education overseas student program. The
number of overseas students in higher education has in-
creased from 3,500 in 1984 to more than 64,000 in 1996.
Some 85 per cent were Asians – more than fifty per cent were
from Southeast Asia. In 1995 there were some 120,000
Malaysian alumni of Australian universities (Australian
6.11.96). The country is expected to host more than 200,000
overseas students by the year 2010 (Australian 31.8.96).
Many graduates from Australia are in influential positions in
their home country and network with the Australian business
and professional community. 

The country’s new cultural orientation has been
strengthened by many other developments. Buddhism has
been the fastest growing religion with more than one million
adherents. The largest Buddhist temple in the southern
hemisphere is located close to Wollongong in New South
Wales. There have been numerous mass media campaigns
about East Asia. The role of Australia’s first multicultural TV
channel has been an important diffuser of information about
Asian geographies and cultures. Large numbers of Asian



54 ERIK PAUL: AUSTRALIA IN SOUTHEAST ASIA

visitors have been coming to Australia, close to two million in
1995; most have been from Japan, followed by Singapore,
Taiwan, South Korea, Indonesia and Hong Kong. The same
year close to one million Australians travelled to Asia, mostly
to Indonesia (ABS 1996c:12–13).

While the Eurasianisation of Australia is supported by
the country’s main parties, there are powerful voices against
it who fear that a high migration intake is likely to create
social unrest. Professor Blainey, for example, has warned
that a multicultural policy would inevitably weaken the
country’s social cohesion and democratic culture by
dividing the country into tribes: ‘Our current emphasis on
granting special rights to all kinds of minorities, especially
ethnic minorities, is threatening to cut this nation into many
tribes. Ultimately, it can be pulled apart, and even shattered,
by an emphasis on the rights of each minority and by
emphasis on what leads to divisiveness’ (SMH 25.1.86).
The changing ethnic configuration of the population raise
the question of what it means to be an Australian and the
meaning of citizenship. Past policy was on assimilation to
an Australian culture and identity based on the country’s
Anglo-Celtic and democratic legacy. In recent years there
has been a major shift towards recognising the importance
of cultural differences. The new state ideology of multi-
culturalism is largely based on the celebration of diversity.
The outcome is testing Australia’s social cohesion. The
problem has been clearly outlined in the 1988 FitzGerald
Report which said that 

despite its intention of avoiding forced assimilation and a
loss of identity for foreign migrants, the concept of
multiculturalism had failed because ironically, it had come
to be seen as something for immigrants and ethnic com-
munities only – not for the whole of Australia. Thus,
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multiculturalism has created suspicion among many
Australians rather than producing understanding between
communities (FEER 16.6.88:17).17 

The report also noted with some concern that, despite being
eligible, 43 per cent of overseas-born permanent residents
had not taken up Australian citizenship.

Australians have been concerned that diversity has grown
at the expense of shared values. Of the respondents to a recent
national AGB McNair poll, 65 per cent thought that immi-
gration has been too high and 88 per cent thought too many
migrants came from Asia. (SMH 19.6.96). Anti-immigration
candidates drew 22.5 per cent of the vote at a 1996 New South
Wales Blaxland federal by-election and there has been growing
support for extremist political groups at national level. The
people of Blaxland, for example, had the lowest average tax-
able income of Sydney’s 25 electorates. During Labor’s years
in office, the workers of Blaxland, the electorate of then prime
minister, slid from fourth poorest in the Sydney region 15 years
ago to the bottom in 1992–93 (SMH 25.8.96). Pauline Hanson
was elected to Parliament on an anti-Asian platform in 1996.

At the core of the debate is the capacity of the economy to
provide for the well being of large numbers of immigrants.
Employment opportunities have been diminishing especially
for the unskilled and for people not literate in the English
language. Australia has been experiencing a growing degree of
inequality in income and wealth. Australia’s Uniting Church
report, The Faces of Poverty, states that ‘nearly two million
Australians, or 11 per cent of the population, live in poverty …
An underclass consisting of alienated, marginalised people is a
threat to law and order’ (Hongkong Standard 16.5.96). Ac-

17.   Stephen FitzGerald, China scholar and Australia’s first ambas-
sador to China, is presently a trade consultant and Chairman of the
University of New South Wales Asia Pacific Centre.
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cording to UNICEF, in excess of ten per cent of Australia’s
children lived in poverty, the third highest among indus-
trialised countries after the United States and Canada. (Aus-
tralian Broadcasting Corporation ‘A.M.’ programme, 12.6.96).
Asian migration has not been without its problems and social
cost. The Centre for Population and Urban Research at
Monash University found that ‘nearly three-fourths of
immigrants who arrived since 1989 from Vietnam, Turkey and
Lebanon were still on the dole … The ‘welfare dependency’
rate was 81 per cent for Vietnamese’ (Guardian Weekly
11.4.93). The first political assassination in Australia of a New
South Wales Member of Parliament in 1994 highlighted the
growing problem of Asian gangs, violence and the drug trade.
Helen Hughes has argued that ‘some unattractive behaviour is
allowed to flourish under the blanket of multiculturalism …
Australia’s high unemployment rate stirs the volatile brew, by
providing youthful fodder for gangs’ (FEER 29.9.94).

Many Australians are increasingly worried over issues of
population size and environmental degradation. Employment
opportunities and quality of life issues are largely linked to
fast-growing mega cities. The government’s Inquiry Into
Australia’s Population-Carrying Capacity suggested that
Australia’s living standards are likely to decline unless ‘we
learnt to manage our resources properly’ (SMH 8.7.94). The
country’s leading scientists have warned that ‘Australia must
stabilise its population at no more than 23 million within the
lifetime of today’s children or risk major loss of their quality of
life’ (Australian 30.5.94). A prime example is the Murray–
Darling Basin. According to experts the country’s ‘most pro-
ductive agricultural region is experiencing severe environ-
mental degradation … (and) existing production regimes are
presently viewed as being non-sustainable’ (Lawrence
1992:33). 
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Nevertheless, there is much support among certain influ-
ential groups for a larger population. The Business Council’s
Australia 2010 manifesto stated that ‘as a sparsely populated
nation, the size of our population must grow’ (SMH
16.11.96). Former Prime Minister Malcolm Fraser has
suggested sixty million by the middle of the twenty-first
century. Phil Ruthven from Ibis Information expected the
country to support 100 to 150 million within a century and
said that ‘a sparsely population Australia was an anachronism
in a world of 5 billion and could be forced to change by world
opinion’ (SMH 18.9.93).18 Hugh Morgan, the Chief Exe-
cutive of Western Mining thought that ‘Australia needs a
massive immigration policy to satisfy growing international
criticism that we have too much land for too few people …
We should actually be inviting about half a million migrants
annually’ (AMB July 1992:32). 

Australia’s population distribution and demographic trends
in the early 1990s highlighted the nature of the problem and
challenge. The eastern coast is the home of 70 per cent of the
population, the majority concentrated in the urban centres of
Sydney, Melbourne, Brisbane, the Gold Coast and Townsville.
The largest city on the country’s upper east coast is
Rockhampton with about 100,000 people. Western Australia
with 32.9 per cent of Australia’s land area had an estimated
population of 1.7 million in 1993, or less than 10 per cent of the
country’s total population. Most people in Western Australia
live in the southern end of the state in the city of Perth with
about 1.2 million people. The country’s outback is largely
empty, losing population, and without a major city. The largest
urban settlement, Alice Springs with less than 30,000 people,
does not have city status. The northern half of the country is

18.   Phil Ruthven’s future scenario is of an Eurasian nation by the
mid-twenty-first century, then Asian by the twenty-second century.
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largely uninhabited. The Northern Territory with 17.5 per cent
of the country’s land area had an estimated population of
167,000 people in 1992. Its only city, Darwin, has lost
population since 1987 when it reached 69,700. In the minds of
many, the challenge is to build Australia’s future prosperity in
the north and northwest. The construction of growth centres in
that region would constitute bridges to the north and Aus-
tralia’s commitment to become part of Asia.19 The challenge
for Australia is to divert population growth to a chain of new
cities, the size of Adelaide, in the northern half of Australia
along the coastline and close to the Asian markets. Paul Davies,
a prominent scientist, has recently written that 

northern Australia could become the site for several
booming high-tech tax havens – mini Hong Kongs without
the pollution and congestion … Packing ever more people
into the existing cities is a recipe for disaster (Australian
17.4.96). 

There has been an unprecedented shift in Australia’s
identity in recent years. Among the most important factors
have been the increasing awareness of Australia’s own past and
treatment of the Aboriginal population. Only recently did the
country recognise that indigenous people owned land before
British settlement. Also significant has been the move towards
a republic, multiculturalism and closer ties with Asia. These
are tentative steps that could well herald a new vision for
Australia. Nevertheless many important questions remained

19.   An interesting proposal in this regard was made in 1988 by the
then Japanese Transport Minister now Prime Minister, Ryutaro
Hashimoto, to build a A$ 1 billion City of the Future in Australia.
The multifunction polis (MFP) project was planned for the Gold
Coast in Queensland. It was subsequently moved to Adelaide. It
came to an end in 1996 when the government stopped subsidies.
Paul Davies has described the experience as ‘enhancing our reputa-
tion as a nation of talkers, not doers’ (Australian 19.6.96).
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unanswered. What does it mean to be part of Asia? Part of
Southeast Asia? A multicultural and Eurasian vision for the
continent has opened something of a debate about the
country’s identity and what it means to be an Australian citizen.
Globalisation has fragmented society into a new world of
microcultures and ethnic tribes. Economic insecurity and the
internationalisation of society have given new forces to racism
among the economic losers and those who felt safe in their
Anglo-Celtic culture. Political life is no longer dictated by
class divisions but increasingly by the politics of ethnicity.
There is a resurgence of nationalism fuelled by a coalition
government using the racial card to maintain electorate
support. 



– 5 –

Balance of Power Game

Australia’s security strategy is part of a US agenda to promote
security and stability in Southeast Asia by enmeshing the
region in a series of multilateral and bilateral institutions and
treaties. One of Australia’s main objectives is to win regional
acceptance as a full partner. Australia’s multilateral approach
is meant to create trust and reduce tensions between trade
rivals; promote Australia’s image as an honest broker and
leader; help resolve regional conflict; and boost Australia’s
export market, including the export of arms and military
services to the region. In the eyes of Australia’s influential
foreign affairs and defence establishment, ‘Southeast Asia
assumes the highest priority in Australia’s defence plan-
ning’ (DFAT 1992:xl).

In recent years there has been a drive to build up a new set
of alliances with Southeast Asia and boost the Five Power
Defence Agreement with Malaysia and Singapore (FPDA).20

One such alliance has been the 1994 ASEAN Forum (AFR)
which includes as dialogue partners: Australia, New Zealand,
the European Union, South Korea and Japan. Discussion in
these meetings has been restricted by an agenda that excludes
a number of key issues and the refusal by China, an invited
observer, to ‘countenance open discussion of touchy subjects’
(SMH 14.7.94). The first meeting was described as low-key
and although it ‘produced no concrete agreements, it was a

20.   The other members are the United States and New Zealand.
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significant first stab at reducing opportunities for confrontation
in a potentially volatile region’ (FEER 4.8.94:14).  

APEC is another multilateral organisation in which Aus-
tralia hoped to play an important regional role. There are a
number of security benefits to APEC because it 

helps lock in United States economic and commercial in-
terest in the region which in turn helps to ensure the US
strategic engagement … It provides a framework to help
contain or manage competition between China, Japan and
the USA (Wright 1995:27). 

APEC is also an essential mechanism to enable Japan to
participate in constructing a multilateral security system. In
1990 Australia proposed to ASEAN a Conference on Security
and cooperation in Asia (CSCA), a system modelled on the
Conference on Security and cooperation in Europe (CSCE).
While the United States has been pushing for such a system,
Japan has been reluctant to consider such a move arguing that
APEC is a virtual CSCA. Others have argued that a CSCA is
not workable because of a lack of consensus about basic
values. According to Paul Dibb, head of the Australian Na-
tional University (ANU) Strategic and Defence Studies Centre
and consultant to the Defence Department and business
community, ‘In Asia, there is no sense yet of agreed values or
of a common political philosophy, let alone any agreement of
what a strategic community might compose’ (Dibb 1995:8).21

Something of a platform to a future CSCA is a coalition of
think-tanks called the Council for Security cooperation in the
Asia Pacific (CSCAP)22 which included ASEAN members,

21.  James Richardson defines a strategic or security community as
a ‘group of states which do not expect or prepare for the use of mil-
itary force in their relations with each other’ (Richardson 1993:39).
22.   Founded in 1994 by ten institutions in the APEC region, they
are non-university centres and/or institutes for the study of strategic
and security issues.
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the United States, New Zealand, Australia, Russia, and the
Northeast Asian states excluding China. According to ANU
Professor Jamie Mackie: ‘Think-tanks greatly exaggerate
potential threat to regional security. The main reason these
guys get together is to find some threat to justify their military
budgets’ (SMH 20.7.96). 

Australia’s military intervention in Cambodia, as part of
the United Nations Temporary Authority in Cambodia
(UNTAC) following the Paris agreement of 1992, has been a
key component in the country’s bilateral strategy to play a
major role in Southeast Asia’s security. Australia’s role in
bringing peace to Cambodia has been described as part of its
efforts ‘to integrate more fully into the Asia Pacific region and
cleanse any remaining guilt over the involvement of Australian
troops in the Vietnam War’ (SMH 2.10.93). Australia has been
training Cambodian troops at the Australian-funded ‘jungle
warfare training school at the southern pass of Pich Nil’ (SMH
24.6.96). Security ties with Singapore have increased signi-
ficantly in recent years. The latest development is an agree-
ment to rent space in northern Australia to Singapore’s military
establishment. This will involve the shifting of some 30
aircrafts and 250 staff and storage of armoured vehicles and
trucks (SMH 19.4.95). Early in 1996 Australia signed a
security arrangement with Singapore: the Australia–Singapore
Joint Declaration which covers defence and security as well as
economic and diplomatic relations. Australia has been a
training ground for troops from Thailand and Brunei as part of
the country’s Defence Cooperation Programme.

Under a Labor government Australia has established strong
security ties with Indonesia. Australia has been supplying
weapons to Indonesia. Presently there are a number of
cooperative measures which include the training of Indonesian
military units in Australia and joint exercises as well as military



Balance of Power Game 63 

aid in weaponry and strategic mapping. Indonesia holds more
‘military exercises with Australia than it does with any other
country’ (SMH 4.12.95). There is a close relationship between
the Indonesian and Australian military establishments. The
failed nomination of General Mantiri as ambassador to Can-
berra in 1995 was ‘part of a ploy to develop the ties between
the military of both countries’ (SMH 7.7.95). Indonesia’s vital
importance to Australia’s strategy was confirmed with the
signing of a security treaty in December 1995. It committed
both countries to mutual consultation about ‘matters affecting
their common security … and cooperative activities in the
security field’; it was hailed by the press as ‘a major strategic
development for Australia and for the region and a develop-
ment of fundamental importance in our bilateral relationship’
(Australian 15.12.95). The treaty was negotiated in secret and
announced only at the time of signing. The full terms of the
treaty, however, have not been made public. 

In other developments, Australian authorities have ‘begun
to explore the possibility of increased defence cooperation in
Southeast Asia and have persuaded Singapore, Malaysia and
Indonesia to take part for the first time in combined military
exercises with Australia’ (SMH 21.3.95). Australia’s security
treaty with Indonesia will be a major boost for the expansion of
the country’s growing military industrial complex. Australia is
likely to become Indonesia’s leading provider of military
training and a major supplier of military equipment. The new
defence strategy is also a 

business opportunity in developing defence industries and
technology for export to Asia … As Southeast Asian nations
become richer and continue to build up stocks of high-
technology weapons, Australia could establish itself as an
‘industry base’ to help maintain and support regional forces
(SMH 22.2.94).
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Australia’s security arrangements with Southeast Asia are
indirectly aimed at China. An anti-China security platform has
been possible because Australia and ASEAN fear that China
will become a threat to peace in the region. Indonesia ‘has
always been the strongest proponent of the view that any long-
term threat comes from China’ (FEER 14.2.85:32). Singa-
pore’s Prime Minister, Goh Chok Tong, spoke of the ‘under-
lying sense of discomfort, even insecurity, about the political
and military ambitions of China’ (SMH 22.5.95). ASEAN
governments’

chief concern is China, particularly a much more eco-
nomically powerful China with nuclear weapons and
expanding naval power. Their worst fear is of military rivalry
between China and Japan, particularly if economic factors
strain the US–Japan alliance (SMH 29.10.93).

According to Denny Roy, ‘another potential source of
Sino–Japanese tension is competition for Southeast Asia’
(Roy 1994:163). ASEAN countries have been concerned
about China’s territorial claims in the South China Sea as well
as the country’s commercial and military activities in Burma
(FEER 16.12.93:26). China claims sovereignty over some 80
per cent of the South China Sea including the Spratly and
Paracel islands. Other claimants to areas of the South China
Sea are Vietnam, Taiwan, Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philip-
pines, and Brunei. ASEAN is also concerned about China’s
role as a major supplier of military hardware to the Burmese
government. China has also acquired naval installations in the
Bay of Bengal and the Andaman Sea, some 400 kilometres
north of Penang and close to the Strait of Malacca. China’s
naval activities in Burma are of concern to Thailand who plans
to acquire a helicopter carrier, frigates and sub-marines. 

The US is Australia’s closest military and strategic ally. The
alliance was crowned with President Clinton visit to Australia
following his November 1996 re-election. The US connection
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is extensive and includes a considerable presence on Australian
soil with a number military bases and key global
communication centres. There is close collaboration between
the two in matters of intelligence. Among its spying links there
is a ‘spy network, known as Echelon, under which New
Zealand’s Government Communication Security Bureau
(GCSB) allegedly effectively operates under instructions from
the United States and Britain’ (SMH 15.8.96). Part of its
mission is to intercept fax, phone, telex and electronic mail
message across the Pacific and to spy on Southeast Asian
countries, namely Japan, China and Russia, but actually ‘any
country in fact that the foreign allies (linked through an alliance
called UKUSA) ask it to spy on’ (SMH 15.8.96). Another close
connection is the development of the Pentagon Star-War-type
ballistic missile defence technology. Australia’s Defence
Science and Technology Organisation (DSTO) is working with
the United States Ballistic Missile Defence Organisation
(BMDO) to build a missile defence system in the Asia–Pacific.
Eric Chauvistre from ANU has argued that such a system is
likely to give ‘China an excuse to continue its nuclear build-up’
(AFR 28.10.96).

Australia is likely to partly replace Okinawa for US troop
and material deployment in East Asia.23 As of 1996 US
Marines will conduct annual training on Australian soil and
in March 1997, the biggest ever joint military exercise
involving more than 17,000 US personnel took place in
Queensland. Moreover, ‘the spying capability of Pine Gap
would be improved and its lease to the US extended for 10
years from 1998 … Australia also agreed to establish a relay
ground station for its space-based ballistic missile early

23.   The choice of Australia is linked to the closure of US military
bases in the Philippines and of Thailand’s refusal in 1994 to allow
the US to preposition military supply ships in the Gulf of Thailand.



66 ERIK PAUL: AUSTRALIA IN SOUTHEAST ASIA

warning program’ (SMH 27.7.96). In 1997 Boeing Australia
announced substantial investment in its defence operations
and said that Australia is ‘set to become the regional base for
Boeing’ (AFR 17.2.97). Australia’s military relations with
Southeast Asia and military tie-up with the US have been
perceived by China as part of a coalition to contain China.
Chinese media has ‘attacked the defence agreement with the
US, claiming Australia is being used as part of a continuing
Cold War strategy to contain China and reinforce America’s
global military dominance’ (SMH 8.8.96).

Japan is a major ally of Australia and the United States in
the region’s triangular security arrangement. United States
Defence Secretary Perry described ‘Japan and Australia as the
northern and southern anchors of American regional security
strategy’ (SMH 8.8.96). Australian media recently reported
that ‘Australia and Japan are poised to forge controversial
military and political ties 50 years after the two countries were
at war … Evans [Australia’s former Foreign Minister] said that
Japan should play a major role in guaranteeing the peace and
security of the Asia–Pacific region’ (SMH 27.4.95). In 1997
Japan proposed to ASEAN a new partnership that went beyond
trade and aid and extended to security issues. This develop-
ment suggested Japan’s commitment to become more involved
in global security. Japan’s enhanced engagement in the region
suggests another major piece in the balance of power game to
contain China.

Australia’s security strategy towards Southeast Asia has
been strongly influenced by supporters of the realist school in
international relations who believe that conflict in East Asia is
inevitable. They maintain that the multilateral approach to
conflict resolution is not likely to work. This is also the
perception of Southeast Asian political leaders who are
enthusiastic supporters of the ‘Kissinger’ approach to security.
Their prescription to regional geopolitics is the use of military
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power leverage and the balance of power approach to counter-
weight potential threats.24 Balance of power supporters have
argued that, to work effectively, multilateralism requires a
communality of values. Paul Dibb has argued that, although
there is a sense of confidence among ASEAN members that
they can cooperate on security issues, 

this sense of confidence does not extend to any concept of a
collective security arrangement as an alternative to relying
on the balance of power to keep the peace, or even of any
idea of a regional security community in which there would
be strict rules to prevent the use of force and competitive
arms acquisitions, while institutional processes would be
established for the peaceful settlement of disputes (Dibb
1995:57).25 

Dibb also pointed out that neither the ASEAN Regional
Forum (ARF) nor APEC have 

any plan of action for regional security, let alone the de-
velopment of institutions or processes for conflict resolution
(Dibb 1995:45).

Australia is actively engaged in leading Southeast Asia in a
security partnership of middle powers which, according to
Dibb, is ‘threatened by contention between the emerging Asian
great powers [China, India and Japan]’ (Dibb 1995: 3). There
are a number of dangers linked to this approach in foreign

24.  The term ‘geopolitics’ can be understood in terms of the policy
pursued by one country in regard to another country or group of
countries, and its analysis on the basis of the interactions among ge-
ography, economics, demography and politics.
25.   According to journalist Brian Toohey, ‘

one of Professor Dibb’s more famous risk assessments is con-
tained in the 1988 edition of his book on the Soviet Union when
he wrote, ‘The Soviet system is not likely to collapse...[it] is not
now [nor will it be in the next decade] in the throes of a true sys-
temic crisis, for it boasts large unused reserves of political and so-
cial stability that are sufficient to endure the most severe
foreseeable difficulties’ (AFR 11 December 1996).
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policy. The Australian academic Andrew Mack has suggested
that Australia may become a militarist nation and that the
country’s ‘expanding power projection capabilities should be
of considerable significance and of concern’ to Southeast
Asian nations (Mack 1989:6). According to Peter King of
Sydney University, Australia has been leading an armament
race in the region. His analysis is based on recent Australian
behaviour including: the purchase of additional F-111 from the
United States; the export of arms to the region; a military pact
with Japan; and the support of the Papua New Guinea regime,
including their military build-up and actions in Bougainville.
In more recent activities Australia has been building six Collins
class submarines that are likely to be armed with Tomahawk
2,400 kilometres range cruise missiles. Peter Jones has argued
that ‘Australia is actively promoting a regional arms race by
seeking to double its own military exports’ (Jones 1991:1).
Southeast Asian nations have been modernising their forces
and buying large quantities of sophisticated equipment. Some
have argued that Southeast Asia’s arms build-up is part of an
arms race. More recently Malaysia announced the purchase of
300 battle tanks, Singapore a submarine, and Thailand a
helicopter carrier (Australian 9.12.95). China’s firing ballistic
missiles near Taiwan in 1996 is likely to put more pressure on
nearby countries to push further their missile development
strategy. Andrew Mack suggested that while the ‘military build
up in Southeast Asia had not yet become an arms race, the
modernisation programs had the potential to destabilise the
region if they were not monitored or moderated’ (Australian
9.12.95). 

Military links between Australia and Southeast Asia
highlight the dangers in the relations between liberal de-
mocracies and authoritarian regimes. Australia’s support of
Indonesia’s oppressive military regime could lead to future
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involvement in the domestic problems of its nearest and most
important neighbour. Indonesia’s political stability cannot be
taken for granted and there is the likelihood that Australian
arms will be used against pro-democracy demonstrators.
Indonesia’s leaders are more concerned about internal than
external threats. It has been said that they are 

driven by fear of their country being infiltrated by ideo-
logical or economic means to encourage one of its outlying
regions to turn against the political centre in Java. Javanese
culture understands national sovereignty to be more
threatened by attacks on the ideological order promulgated
from the centre than by trespass at the borders. That is what
comes to the Indonesian military mind when there is talk of
a security partnership (Australian 5.8.94; FEER 15.2.96:20–
24).

Australia’s intervention in Southeast Asia’s regional conflict
cannot be ruled out. Neighbourly distrust in the region is
typified by Malaysia’s Prime Minister who has been said to be 

nervous about China and Vietnam, – to say nothing of
Indonesia. He needs Japan to provide the balance … [and
with] a multiracial country with a big Chinese minority [he]
needs to be able to look to some place that is not Chinese.
That’s why Mahathir’s ‘look East’ policy is really about
Japan (FEER 24.1.94:18).

An outcome of Australia’s balance of power policy is a soft
stand on human rights abuse in Southeast Asia under the
guise of cultural relativism. The government has virtually
condoned Indonesia’s appalling human rights record
(Amnesty International 1994). Dr Clive Hamilton, a former
adviser to the Indonesian government, noted recently that
‘Australian politicians and diplomats ignore all notions of
ethics as they toady to the Indonesian political and military
elite’ (AFR 12.12.94). Appeasement is likely to strengthen
the resolve of existing regimes to crack down against
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dissenters. There is also the danger that Australia’s foreign
policy will elevate the role of conservative coalitions in
Australia. David Jenkins believes that the ‘defence tail is
once again wagging the Foreign Affairs dog in Southeast
Asia’ (SMH 7.7.95). Australia’s seemingly complete
dependence on the United States for its security is likely to
ensure that United States economic interests and policy
play a major role in controlling this country’s economy.  



– 6 –

Clash with Southeast Asia

Despite changes in Australia’s identity and the greater
levels of interactions with Southeast Asia, the pattern of
confrontation with Southeast Asian political leaders sug-
gested a major ideological divide. Conflicts ranged from
opposition to Australia’s genuine desire to become an eco-
nomic partner in the region to attacks against the country’s
civil society. 

Australia’s engagement in East Asia’s affairs and its efforts
to integrate itself in the geography of Asia have been
frustrated by the joint efforts of Indonesia, Malaysia and
Singapore. They have campaigned that Australia is not an
Asian country because it did not behave like one.26

Singapore’s government-controlled press has been used to
discredit Australia. The Singapore Business Times wrote

26.   The distinguished sinologist Pierre Ryckmans believes that the
‘whole issue of whether Australia might merge with Asia, or wheth-
er it might fail to do so, is splendidly irrelevant. How can you en-
deavour to join – or abstain from joining – an entity that has no
existence? The question would arise only if Asia was a monolith –
but it is only a figment of European imagination, and in this sense,
as diverse and evanescent as a rainbow’ (Australian 24.11.93). More
recently he said that Asia ‘is an old, Western colonial-imperial no-
tion (briefly revived by the Japanese military from 1937 to 1945)
lumping together heterogeneous regions, nations and cultures East
of Suez, whose only common feature is that they are not European’
(FEER 23.5.96:42). See also Perry, L.J. ‘The irrelevance of being
Asian’, Asian Studies Review, vol. 18, no. 2, 1994, pp. 113–118.
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recently that Asians saw Australians as ‘lazy bums’ and
warned that 

Australians will have to show greater appreciation of the
region’s cultures, history, values, traits, norms, habits –
everything that makes it Asian. They will have to show more
sensitivity and not try to foist on their neighbours their
European-centred notions – everything from what con-
stitutes civility to democracy and human rights’ (SMH
22.3.94). 

Lee Kuan Yew and other Singaporeans have made a number
of business-sponsored visits to Australia to lecture on its
economic shortcomings and attitudinal problems, and
pontificate on the superiority of Confucian culture. Malaysia,
Indonesia and Singapore have repeatedly questioned Aus-
tralia’s legitimacy to partnership in Southeast Asia’s affairs.
Malaysia, for example, has gone to great lengths to exclude
Australia from ASEAN and to challenge the role of APEC
with the proposed East Asia Economic Caucus (EAEC)
which excludes Australia. Malaysia is also behind the
exclusion of Australia from the landmark March 1996
Bangkok summit between members of the European Union
and ten Asian countries. Malaysia’s Prime Minister Mahathir
warned that including Australians ‘would be like admitting
Arabs to the European Union’ (SMH 4.3.96). Australia has
also been excluded from the 1997 summit of regional leaders
to mark ASEAN’s 30th anniversary. Mahathir has described
Australia as an ‘isolated continent which could not be
accepted as being a part of Asia until 70 per cent of its people
were Asians’ (SMH 26.2.96). The Malaysian and Indonesian
press have accused Australia and India of trying to divide
ASEAN and asked whether Australian culture is not in fact
‘just a derivative culture linked to former homelands of a
distant, isolated white camp’. Australia’s problem according
to the same article ‘is its role as a western satrap on the edge of
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Asia, with a superiority complex that has yet to be abandoned’
(Australian 5.5.93). 

Clashes with Indonesia have gained momentum since the
1975 East Timor invasion and the killing of five Australian
journalists by Indonesian troops. In 1986 the Australian press
published an article about President Soeharto’s family business
activities and the vast wealth that the family had accumulated
since gaining power. It also implied that political corruption
was endemic and a threat to the country’s future. The Indo-
nesian reaction was a ban on Australian tourists and on all
Australian journalists, and the closure to international shipping
of important straits through the Indonesian archipelago. In
1993 Indonesia and Malaysia were the key players behind the
exclusion of Australia from full participation in the United
Nations world conference on human rights in Bangkok. In
1995 Indonesia’s Association of Importers, which is part of the
Indonesian Chamber of Commerce threathened to ban Aus-
tralian imports because of the activities of the East Timorese
community in Australia. Two years later, there were further
complications when the Australian public pressured the
Australian government not to accept the nomination of General
Mantiri as ambassador to Canberra.27 Continued friction over
Indonesia’s abuse of human rights in East Timor has led to the
burning of the Indonesian flag by protesters in Melbourne and
Darwin. In response, Indonesian protesters burned the
Australian flag in Jakarta and Indonesian business leaders
threatened to ban all imports of Australian goods and services

27.   Regarding the Dili massacre General Mantiri said that ‘we
don’t regret anything. What happened was quite proper’ (SMH
7.7.95). The Dili massacre refers to the killing of a large number of
Timorese in the Santa Cruz cemetery by Indonesian troops in No-
vember 1991. East Timor Bishop Carlos Belo, the co-winner of the
1996 Nobel peace prize, said ‘I have a list of 271, but I was told by
Timorese intelligence people working with Indonesia that there
were more than 400 killed (SMH 5.4.97).
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(SMH 21.8.95). That same year there was a major
confrontation with Jakarta over a group of eighteen East
Timorese boat people claiming refugee status.

In 1996, Indonesia announced that it would restrict inter-
national shipping and limit passage through the Indonesian
archipelago to three lanes. This decision, if implemented, is likely
to add substantially to the cost of shipping between Australia and
Japan. Indonesia also refused to accept the nomination of Miles
Kupa as Australia’s ambassador to Indonesia unless ‘he first
apologises in writing for his past criticism of Indonesia’s President
Soeharto and his family’ (SMH 17.6.96). Miles Kupa was a junior
diplomat in Jakarta in the 1980s and wrote a number of
confidential reports critical of President Soeharto and his family.
In his reports Miles Kupa discussed the high level of corruption
surrounding the Soeharto family and its impact on the country’s
economic prospects. Canberra was forced to withdraw his
nomination. The issue has been further complicated by Indo-
nesia’s Minister for Research and Technology, Dr Habibie,
warning Australia of ‘serious problems’ if the cancellation of soft
loans to Indonesia under the Development Import Finance Facility
(DIFF) program is not reversed. The end of the program in 1996
meant the cancellation of ‘A$ 156 million in soft loans to 14 aid
projects in Indonesia with a value of A$ 446 million’ (Australian
26.6.96). Later that year Indonesia accused Australia of training
opposition parties in ‘sabotage and terrorism’.

Similar problems have unfolded with Malaysia. Australia’s
former Prime Minister Bob Hawke labelled Malaysians
‘barbarians’ for hanging two Australians convicted of drug
trafficking in 1985. Media reports on Malaysia have led to a
boycott of Australian media content and products in Malaysia. In
1988 Prime Minister Mahathir wrote a letter to a number of
Australian federal parliamentarians ‘bluntly warning them to stop
interfering in Malaysia’s domestic affairs’ (SMH 21.6.88). The
same year the Malaysian government launched a campaign
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against Australia with a television program highly critical of
Australian television coverage of Malaysia’s political system.
Then came an article in the Australian Financial Review which
described Dr Mahathir as mamak, ‘a Malay word which means
part-Indian. Dr Mahathir, who sees himself as the champion of
the dominant Malays, even though his father was of Indian
descent, was deeply insulted by the term’ (SMH 26.1.93). Later
on, former Prime Minister Paul Keating called the Prime
Minister of Malaysia ‘recalcitrant’ for his boycott of the APEC
1993 Seattle meeting and said ‘I couldn’t care less, frankly,
whether he comes or not’ (SMH 24.11.93). This led to further
restrictions on all Australian television programs, films and
advertisements, and Prime Minister Mahathir pronouncing
that Australian journalists ‘lacked manner, that’s why I say they
do not have Asian character and, as such, their claim that they
are an Asian nation has no meaning whatsoever’ (SMH
24.11.93). The relationship suffered futher damage when press
reports revealed that Australia’s secret service, Australia Secret
Intelligence Service (ASIS), had been spying on Malaysia and
funded a number of politicians (SMH 15.2.94). Malaysia’s
Deputy Prime Minister Ibrahim Anwar went on to say that ‘to
allow ourselves to be lectured and hectored on freedom and
human rights is to willingly suffer impudence’ (Australian
21.5.94). 

Australia’s former Governor General Bill Hayden has
recently accused Prime Minister Mahathir of hypocrisy and
said that racism is alive in Malaysia, ‘Prime Minister Mahathir,
for instance, evokes memories of the old White Australia
policy when it suits him, but in fact Asian racism is rampant
and very discriminatory, particularly in his country’ (SMH
4.5.96). In late 1996 the Malaysian press ran a number of
features about anti-Asian feelings in Australia and how this
was hurting the country’s standing in the region. Malaysia’s
Foreign Minister Abdullah Badawa said that ‘Asians had been
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insulted and now questioned the friendliness of Australians and
the safety of visiting Australia … Many Malaysian parents
were now worried about the security of their children studying
in Australia’ (SMH 22.11.96). Malaysia has been concerned
about the treatment of Asians and Aborigines in Australia and
thought that ‘Australia wanted to return to the White Australia
Policy and the days when Aborigines did not have full
recognition as human beings’ (Australian 23.11.96). In late
1996, Malaysia’s Prime Minister declared that the Australian
media were ‘congenital liars’ (SMH 25.11.96). Singapore has
attacked many Australian media reports about the city-state
and has responded over the years with a series of lectures on
the decadence of Western industrialised democracies and the
breakdown of their civil societies. Lee Kuan Yew has been at
the forefront of a campaign to convince the West that Asia is
different from the West and that Asian values and civil society
are superior to the Western model. He foretold that Chinese
Asia would in time dominate the Eurasian continent.

Thailand has been very critical of Australian reports on the
Thai monarchy, the country’s sex industry, and the widespread
abuse of human rights. Following the killing of two Aus-
tralians by the Khmer Rouge in 1994, Gareth Evans, Aus-
tralia’s former Foreign Minister, accused the Thai military of
close military and commercial collaboration with the Khmer
Rouge. Thailand reacted with considerable anger and applied
restrictions on Australian journalists and threatened to stop
Australia’s bidding on an arms contract for rifles and am-
munition worth US$ 90 million (SMH 13.10.95; FEER
24.11.94:21). Thai officials dutifully explained to Australia
that ‘we do not criticise our neighbours; we consider it most
impolite to do so. Australia must understand this aspect of
Asian culture’ (SMH 14.10.93). In 1995 Thailand refused per-
mission for two major Australian newspapers to establish
regional news offices in Bangkok and placed a ban ‘on all



Clash with Southeast Asia 77 

Australian journalists seeking to work in Thailand’ (SMH
13.10.95). Thailand has rejected Australian pressure to slow
down their rapidly expanding ties with the military regime in
Burma and to link economic and political ties with progress
towards democratisation. There were further complications in
1996 with a press report that ‘gangsters linked to the Thai
military have taken out a contract on the life of the former
foreign minister, Gareth Evans’ (SMH 25.5.96). Following the
election of Pauline Hanson to the Australian Senate and her
maiden speech calling for major cutbacks on immigration from
Asia, the Thai press condemned the ‘spread of racism’ in
Australia with an editorial calling for ‘economic retaliation
from Asia’, and a Thai senator called on Prime Minister
Howard to resign. This theme was picked up again in late 1996
on the occasion of the rescue of two sailors from the southern
Pacific by the Australian armed forces. The Bangkok-based
Asia Times wrote: 

Bulimore and Dubois were lucky … but perhaps they were
even luckier that they were not Chinese, Vietnamese or
Cambodian. If they had been, they would have been ac-
corded a very different reception (AFR 28.1.97).

Southeast Asian leaders have been particularly angered
with the activities of a number of Australian NGOs critical of
the region’s authoritarian leaders and human rights abuse.
NGOs have established alliances with segments of Southeast
Asia’s civil society actively involved in the region’s demo-
cratisation process. The empowerment of NGOs and their
ability to bypass state controls is becoming a particularly
difficult issue in regional relations. 

Australia-based groups include human rights activists
interlinking democratic forums and networks throughout
Southeast Asia. Their activities made front page news on the
occasion of conferences on East Timor held in the Philippines
in 1995 and Malaysia in 1996. The Kuala Lumpur conference
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came to an abrupt end after the violent disruption of the
proceedings by United Malays National Organisation
(UMNO) members; a number of Australian participants and
journalists were arrested and deported. Amnesty International
has written a number of reports documenting the extent and
severity of human rights abuse in the region. The Australian
Council for Overseas Aid (ACFOA) is another organisation
actively involved in the human rights campaign. Recently it
increased ‘international pressure on the [Burmese] military
regime to allow independent inspection of jail conditions …
[It] said that increasing persecution, arrest and incarceration of
Burmese democracy advocates highlighted the need for
access’ (SMH 16.12.96). Other groups have been targeting
companies investing and trading with Burma, ‘accusing the
military regime of widespread human rights abuses and
political repression’ (SMH 17.4.97). Australian trade unions
and women movements have been working alongside their
counterparts in the region. Indonesia’s crack-down on the
country’s People’s Democratic Party (PRD) led to bans on
Indonesian vessels entering Australian waters: 

[U]nion bans on Indonesian cargo and shipping rolling bans
by the Maritime Union of Australia is part of an international
union campaign against the arrest of independent labour
leaders Muchtar Pakpahan and Dita Sari after riots in Jakarta
in July (Australian 21.9.96).28

Transnational green movements have been publicising
issues on environmental destruction and the human cost of
large-scale projects. Public campaigns have targeted: the
deforestation of Southeast Asia; trade in tropical lumber;
financial links between logging companies and political

28.   Muchtar Pakpahan is on trial for subversion in Jakarta. The trial
is seen by critics of the government as a ‘witchhunt aimed at crip-
pling Indonesia’s independent labour movement’ (FEER
27.2.97:24).
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regimes; and the role of Southeast Asian logging companies in
the deforestation of Papua New Guinea, the Solomon Islands
and other Pacific areas. Australian investments in Southeast
Asia have been increasingly scrutinised by NGOs because of
their high human and environmental cost. Mining companies
operating in Indonesia, CRA for example, have been accused
of environmental vandalism and of violating the rights of
indigenous people. One report said that the impact of
Australian companies operating in Irian Jaya resulted in the
‘marginalisation and disempowerment of an indigenous
population by alienating and environmentally downgrading
their land’ (Durkin 1989). Dam builders such as Transfield,
Tasmania Hydro, and Snowy Mountains Authority have also
been exposed by environmental groups. In Laos, Transfield
was leading an international consortium to build a A$-1.2-
billion hydropower scheme. Ecological groups have
complained that 

twenty one villages with a combined population of 4,000 to
5,000 people will be affected by the dam … [It] will destroy
irreplaceable habitat for threatened wildlife species,
including tiger, elephant and the newly described large-
antler muntjac (FEER 13.2.97:48)

Australia’s clash with Southeast Asian states has important
linkages and ramifications with other key players in the Asia–
Pacific region. China’s importance in Southeast Asia’s affairs,
for example, has a bearing on its foreign policy towards
Australia and vice-versa. Beyond China’s vast population and
growing status as a potential superpower, there are more direct
links: with Burma, as a member of the Mekong commission,
and as a protagonist in the region’s territorial disputes.
Considerable influence is also exerted through the overseas
Chinese network in Southeast Asia. In recent years Singapore’s
Lee Kuan Yew has become the main propagandist for the
cultural superiority of Confucianism and of the ultimate
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domination of the West by Asia. David Lague has written that
‘the Singaporean leader has reasserted his Chineseness in
recent years and has forecast that China will rise to dominate
the region in the years ahead. He is at the forefront of efforts to
link the Singaporean economy with the emerging giant to the
north’ (SMH 16.3.96). 

China’s relationship with Australia has deteriorated in
recent years. It took a turn for the worst following the dis-
closure in the early 1990s that Australia had bugged the
Chinese embassy in Canberra during its construction. Con-
versations were transmitted to a receiver in the British embassy
and then directly to US listening stations in Australia.29 China
has been angered by Australia’s role as the United States’ main
ally in developing a regional military coalition against China.
There have been confrontations over Australian NGOs’
criticism of its human rights record and the decision to give the
Olympics of 2000 to Sydney.30 Lee Kuan Yew has argued that
China was denied the games because the West wanted ‘to cut
China down to size’ and stop China’s growth (Australian
20.10.93; Australian Business Asia 21.10.93). More recently
China’s ‘state controlled media has delivered another lecture to
Australia on the need to curb racism and suppress criticism of
regional human rights abuses in order to improve ties with
Asia’ (Australian 24.12.96). The Secretary of Australia’s
Department of Foreign Affairs, Philip Flood, said that ‘China
could join Malaysia in vetoing Australian efforts to join the
Europe–Asia (ASEM) summit meeting if Australia made

29.  In another case of spying, ‘Australia has mounted widespread
and systematic spying against the Japanese Embassy in Canberra,
including the interception, decoding and translating of sensitive
trade and diplomatic information’ (SMH 29.5.95).
30.   Soon after the decision was announced China exploded a nucle-
ar bomb. There was no public outcry in Australia about China’s nu-
clear test.
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noises critical of China’s human rights practices on the
mainland, Hong Kong or Tibet’ (AFR 17.3.97). In the near
future China and Southeast Asia are likely to put pressure on
Australia to open up to immigration from the region and
suppress anti-Asian movements at home.

Australia’s policy of endearment towards Southeast Asia
has caused dissension within the Pacific Union. With the end
of the cold war, there has been a shift from geopolitics to
geoeconomics. Liberal countries have increasingly been com-
peting with each other for a share of the growing markets in
East Asia. Competition has become more intense in recent
years with the rise of unemployment and social dissent at
home. The outcome has been a lack of unity in the liberal
states’ approach to authoritarianism and the abuse of human
rights in Asia, a situation that Southeast Asian regimes have
been keen to use to their advantage in trade and security
negotiations with the West. 

Australia’s silence about Burma’s human rights abuse is
jeopardising its relations with the EU. An important agreement
designed to expand the relationship between the two has been
vetoed by Australia’s Prime Minister Howard because it
contains a human rights clause. It says that the signatories
should respect the United Nations Declaration of Human
Rights. Australia’s objection is based on the ‘potential for
human rights complaints over treatment of Aborigines as well
as, for example, trade in oil obtained under the Timor Gap
Treaty in the face of objections from East Timorese opposed to
Indonesian rule’ (SMH 28.1.97). Australia is also concerned
about pressure by the EU on trade and economic issues in view
of the government funding cuts for Aboriginal programs and its
intention to extinguish native land title. In addition, the
Australian government is concerned that signing the agree-
ment will cause complications with its Southeast Asian
neighbours. The United States has joined the foray over Burma
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by criticising Australia’s treatment of its indigenous popu-
lation. Australia’s position with the EU is supported by
Thailand. Thailand’s deputy prime minister said that ‘linking
human rights to an agreement mainly concerned with trade and
investment would be unacceptable to ASEAN’ (SMH 4.2.97).

A number of Southeast Asian countries have joined Aus-
tralia in the looming conflict over the globalisation of green
issues. The European Union policy is to push for greenhouse
gas emission reduction for all OECD countries and to tie trade
restrictions to environmental performance on this and other
green issues. Australia’s Minister for Foreign Affairs,
Alexander Downer, said that ‘large, energy-intensive projects
would not proceed or would be threatened if Australia bowed
to international pressure for substantial greenhouse gas
reductions’ (AFR 17.3.97). Some A$ 22 billion worth of
projects are at risk. Australia wants to be exempted from
greenhouse gas reductions because of the country’s heavy
dependence on energy-intensive industries. ASEAN has joined
Australia against the EU and the United States. In Australia the
campaign is headed by a business group led by Professor Mel
Logan, the former vice-chancellor of Monash University
(Australian 7.12.96). 

In October 1996 Australia lost out to Portugal in its effort
to gain a non-permanent seat on the United Nations Security
Council. The voting pattern suggested that Australia’s lack of
commitment to human rights and its recognition of East
Timor’s incorporation into Indonesia have turned many
countries against it.31 David Jenkins believes that 

Western Europeans doubt Australia’s loyalty to ‘Western
Europe and others’ group while Asians scorn Australian
credentials as an Asian country and resent what they
perceive as Australia’s lecturing and patronising attitude

31.   In 1995 Australia argued in the International Court of Justice
that Indonesia had sovereignty over East Timor.
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towards them. South Pacific countries see Australia as a
country that considers itself as the South Pacific superpower
… The fact that PNG and Fiji apparently voted for a distant
nation whose membership of the Security Council can be of
little relevance to them suggests they were voting against
Australia rather than for Portugal (SMH 26.10.96).32

There are a number of interrelated aspects to the clash
between Australia and Southeast Asia. One of the most im-
portant is the threat posed by Australian NGOs to Southeast
Asian authoritarianism. Australia is in a vulnerable position
and open to manipulation by its neighbours. The name of the
game is to put pressure on the government to control NGOs’
activities including the mass media. Southeast Asian govern-
ments have used to their advantage the country’s weak
economic situation, its dependency on the region for its
future welfare, as well as Australia’s colonial past and racist
history. In his book Australia and the Asia Game Byrnes
suggested that Southeast Asian leaders have been ruthlessly
exploiting Australia’s insecurity (Byrnes 1994). Taking on
Australia has been good publicity at home to strengthen their
legitimacy; it has also been good politics to strengthen ASEAN
cohesiveness. Australia is vulnerable to pressure from South-
east Asia in view of the resurgence of racism and other major
domestic problems plaguing its image. In other words, there is
a flagrant contradiction between Australia’s image making to
the world and reality at home. From Southeast Asia’s per-
spective, Australia’s liberal democracy is decadent and not a
viable option to existing regimes.

Conflict between ASEAN members and Australia could
easily be interpreted as proof of Huntington’s ‘Clash of Civ-

32.   Papua New Guinea was upset about Australia imposing restric-
tions on the use of helicopters supplied to its armed forces in the
Bougainville insurrection In 1996 and threatened to cut ties with
Canberra because of ‘its treacherous actions’.
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ilization’ thesis (Huntington 1993). Closer to reality, however,
is the view that the issue is about Southeast Asia’s ruling
regimes’ attempt to control Australia’s domestic press. Press
freedom has been a major threat to their political legitimacy.
Attacks on Australia pitted Asian values against Western
values, criticised Australia for their lack of sensitivity and
exposed the country’s shameful past. According to Byrnes, ‘by
placing Australia on the defensive and increasing the level of
suspicion between the Australian press and the Australian
government, the game undercuts the positions of both’ (Brynes
1994:128). As a result, the business community and foreign
affairs have been successful in putting pressure on the mass
media to censor their coverage of Southeast Asian affairs,
particularly that of Brunei, Indonesia, Malaysia and Singapore. 

The confrontation with most ASEAN countries is es-
sentially a clash of ideology between a liberal democracy and
its authoritarian neighbours. Singapore’s, Malaysia’s and Indo-
nesia’s leaderships have been angered by criticism about their
regime’s abuse of human rights, lack of press freedom and
corruption. They have responded aggressively to protect their
power base and to generate social cohesion at home. An
Australian academic diagnosed Australia as an ‘easy whipping
boy for some Asian nations. A nation that can be used for all
sorts of interesting domestic purposes. Mahathir could score
brownie points at home among Muslim fundamentalists by
being rude to a Western nation without great risk to Malaysia’
(SMH 10.12.93). Australia’s bashing by Southeast Asian states
and the Australian response of appeasement have been instru-
mental in reinforcing authoritarian rule in the region. 

There is also a clash of capitalisms. Australia’s and South-
east Asia’s business structures have different regimes in terms
of corporate structure, anti-trust rules, media exposure, and
government–business relations. What it means for Australia is
that Asians and Australians are playing according to different
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rules. There is no ‘level playing field’ and Australian business
groups are no match to East Asian capitalism. According to
James Clad, Southeast Asian countries share ‘a highly secret-
ive business culture, in which public and private interests mix
as effortlessly as the shuffled halves of a deck of cards …
Patrimonial politics are intertwined with protected monopolies
for favoured cronies’ (Clad 1992:81). Professor Richard
Robison of Murdoch University has written about authori-
tarian and predatory capitalism in Southeast Asia. The first type
is state-controlled, where ‘assaults on world markets were
mostly calculated and cooperative national strategies involving
coalitions of governments and private corporations’ (AFR
31.10.95). In this model the state has an important role to play
in guiding economic policy, controlling finance and labour and
organising large conglomerates to dominate the private sector.
The other type is where ‘public authority is appropriated by the
private interest and political office becomes the possession of
the holder’. Predatory capitalism is 

dominated by family oligarchies and capitalist-bureaucrats
who are gatekeepers of the economy. Unencumbered by
regulations, social security systems, tax burdens or strong
labour laws, they flourish in patronage networks, mono-
polies and cartels (AFR 31.10.95).

An Australian correspondent in Asia viewed the real issue
as teams playing by different rules. The Asian side came out
best because it is well organised, disciplined, hierarchical, and
Machiavellian in its approach to business. Asian businesses
receive much help from their governments, which is an
important factor that many Australians do not understand. Not
least has been the ability of Asian political leaders to ruthlessly
exploit Australia’s insecurity. It has been described as ‘playing
the power game by one system based on control against
another system based essentially on freedom from regulation
and on individual competition’ and where Southeast Asia came



86 ERIK PAUL: AUSTRALIA IN SOUTHEAST ASIA

out the winner (Byrnes 1994:137). Futhermore, Australia
needs a new approach to the challenge of Asian capitalism, 

a revolution of attitude in its total approach to Asia. Self-
effacing to the outside world but destructively aggressive
between themselves, Australians need a stronger com-
mercially-oriented united front … [It needs] to replace its
false sophistication with a much more hard-edged Asian
realism (Byrnes 1994:204, 225).

ASEAN has been a powerful mechanism to gain economic
and political concessions from Australia by excluding
Australia from membership and yet making promises of future
benefits if it behaved. ASEAN has been used by various
members to counterbalance Australia’s push to play a major
role in APEC and other regional and international forums.
Recently ASEAN blocked Australia’s membership to the
European Union–Asia (ASEM) forum which had its first
meeting in Bangkok in 1996. Through its regional bloc
Southeast Asian states have pressured Australia to further cut
its tariff, fund domestic projects, and redress trade imbalances.
Indonesia, for example, has exerted considerable diplomatic
pressure on Australia to buy some 70 military (CN235) support
aircraft worth more than A$ 1 billion from its controversial
national aircraft manufacturer Industri Pesawat Terbang
Nusantara (IPTN).33 Following the Howard government
changes in aid policy, 

Indonesian officials are said to have implemented a ‘don’t
look south’ policy toward Australian companies due to the
Federal Government’s decision to scrap the A$ 120 million
Development Import Finance Facility (AFR 7.8.96).

In essence the problem has more to do with fundamental
differences between a liberal democracy and Southeast Asia’s

33.   Dr Habibie, Indonesia’s Minister for Research and Technolo-
gy, had initially approached Australia in 1976 for expertise in the de-
velopment of an aircraft industry but was sent packing.
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authoritarian states. The nature of the conflict is highlighted in
the role of the mass media in domestic and regional affairs. At
stake is the right of Australia’s mass media and institutions to
report on the abuse of civil and political rights. ASEAN’s
political leadership fears a democratic intrusion in their
domestic affairs because it threatens their political control of
society. The greatest enemy of Southeast Asia’s enlightened
rulers is press freedom. Recent events suggest that the strategy
of ASEAN leaders is to respond with attacks on Western
liberalism such as Prime Minister Mahathir’s statement that 

liberal democracies of the West have not produced strong
stable governments. Since they compete with East Asian
economies, they are not happy with this situation. They
would like East Asian democracies to be weak and unstable
like theirs, or worse (Australian 21.5.94). 

While ASEAN leaders view the problem in cultural terms,
many Australians see the issue as a clash between societies that
have a different basis for their legitimacy. The core of the issue
is about the civil and political rights of the population to
determine their own affairs. Australia adheres to a policy of
cultural pluralism. Its multicultural society is anchored on a
consensus about the core values which constitute the basis for
the legitimacy of the country’s political regime. These are
summarised in the 1988 Fitzgerald report on immigration as
parliamentary democracy, the rule of law and equality before
the law, freedom of the individual, freedom of speech, freedom
of the press, freedom of religion, equality of women, and
universal education (Fitzgerald 1988). While Indonesia,
Malaysia and Singapore are democracies they do not have free
and fair elections, nor do they have press freedom. Govern-
ment legitimacy has been maintained only by tight security
controls of the population and the use of harsh measures to
neutralise political dissent. Government control of the mass
media has been a vital mechanism to ensure the maintenance
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of political power, and any external attempt to challenge the
situation has been clearly viewed as a threat to the national
interest. This explains why ASEAN leaders have been so keen
on manipulating the geography of the region and deciding who
qualifies as ‘Asian’.



– 7 –

Democracy at Risk 

Since the end of the cold war, there has been a shift in Aus-
tralian politics from geopolitics to geoeconomics. During the
cold war there was some pressure to maintain a high level of
public social expenditures to preserve and strengthen society’s
social cohesion against what was seen as the communist
threat. With the end of the USSR, the focus of world politics
has moved towards global economic competition. For
Australia this has meant economic integration with East Asia.
The changing role of the state has been a direct response to the
rise of a major economic challenge from Southeast Asian and
other East Asian countries (cf. p. 14, n. 1). In pursuit of this
major objective, the state has come under the control of
strategic organisations representing important business group-
ings. A number of important think-tanks, lobby groups, uni-
versities, and mass media interests have been a link to these,
a key group being the Free Entreprise Foundation which
was described in 1976 by a former Liberal minister as ‘by
far the most important group in the propaganda warfare for
capitalism’ (Carey 1995:87). The largest donor to the 1995–
96 Liberal Party campaign came from the Free Entreprise
Foundation (SMH 4.2.97)

Nevertheless, geopolitics continues to be a major force in
Canberra’s corridors of power. Government defence policy
discussed earlier suggested a symbiotic relationship between
market force economists and the power politics of the defence
planners. For the latter talk of human rights abuse and ex-
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panding democracy is foolish nonsense. The 1994 Defence
White paper, Defending Australia, warned that ‘ethnic and
national tensions, economic rivalry, disappointed aspirations
for prosperity, religious or racial conflict, or other problems
could produce an unstable and potentially dangerous strategic
situation in Asia and the Pacific over the next 15 years’
(Commonwealth of Australia 1994:8). The strength of the
relationship is suggested by a large defence budget untouched
by recent major budgetary cuts. While the government has
been downsizing the public service and withdrawing funds
from key welfare agencies, the defence establishment has been
considered too important to be breached. Symbolic of the
strength of geopolitics in government were the Australia Day
fireworks of 1997 in Canberra, paid for by one of the leading
arms manufacturers in Australia, British Aerospace.

Major political parties and corporations have established
a symbiotic relationship exemplified by lucrative contracts
awarded by Australia’s foreign aid program (AusAID). Of the
companies recipient of aid under the Development Import
Finance Facility (DIFF) ‘just 10 Australian companies
(including the giant construction company Transfield which
is in the running for a large defence contract with Malaysia)
received contracts worth A$ 1.169 billion between 1991–95’
(SMH 24.7.96). The scheme used Australian aid money to
subsidise a sizeable portion of contract costs by Australian
companies working in Southeast Asia and elsewhere in East
and South Asia. Without public subsidies Australian com-
panies would lose out to their foreign counterparts. Public
money has also been tied to defence contracts as in the case
of Transfield, which has been in the running for a A$-3-
billion defence contract to build patrol boats for the Malay-
sian navy. Companies involved have regularly donated large
amounts of money to both main political parties.  
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Canberra is largely run and administered by new-right
economists who believe that market forces should reign
without government intervention.34 They control the decision-
making apparatus and support the notion that economic policy
should serve primarily business interests. Professor Michael
Pussey of the University of New South Wales found that the
large majority, 71 per cent, of senior executive staff who
controlled the three key government departments of Treasury,
Finance, Prime Minister Office and Cabinet, were economists;
that most of them were right-wing in their thinking and
favoured business over social policy (Pussey 1991). The
Australian National University (ANU) has played a dominant
role in shaping government policy towards Asia. ANU has
been called the world’s most conspiratorial university and
government. ANU has also played a key role in Australia’s
policy of economic integration with East Asia and the military
balance of power strategy to regional security. 

Southeast Asia’s ruling elites have been competent in
gaining an influential voice in Australia’s governance. In recent
years there has been a marked increase in the number of
domestic consultancies and think-tanks lobbying government
on behalf of foreign interests. Lobby groups often employed
academics, former politicians and senior bureaucrats. Sub-
stantial contributions by domestic and foreign companies have
been made to political parties which could have influenced the
legislative process and the nature of foreign policy. The extent
to which political lobbying has been successful at the state and
federal levels in gaining subsidies, tax advantages, and other
special consideration has been a research area which acade-

34.   New-right economic dogma has been called economic rational-
ism which has been described as “‘the narrow new-right philosophy
of low taxation, deregulation, privatisation, and exclusive reliance
on market-based solutions for all economic problems’ (RAM , July
1993:4).
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mics and journalists have shied away from. It raises the issue of
corruption and the extent to which corrupt practices have
damaged the democratic political process. 

Foreign policy of appeasement: Foreign relations with
Southeast Asia have been largely driven by economic con-
sideration and concern for regional political stability. Policy
makers have argued that economic growth requires political
stability and that economic development will gradually lead to
more open societies and liberal regimes.35 The Director of the
Australia Institute Clive Hamilton uses the term diplomatic
rationalism to describe ‘the narrow economism that now
dominates Australia’s foreign policy, most particularly towards
Asia’ (Hamilton 1995:34).

Concerns about authoritarian regimes and human rights
abuse have occupied a back seat to Australia’s commercial and
military interests. The primacy of economic growth has been
strongly endorsed by influential business leaders, academics
and politicians who believe that political stability and
economic growth must be primary objectives in Australia’s
relations with Southeast Asia. This has been the basis for
Australia’s policy of endearment towards its northern
neighbours and for curbing media reporting on the region.
Foreign Minister Downer believed that ‘Australia will have to
be less outspoken on human rights if it wishes to integrate more
fully with East Asia’ (SMH 11.10.96). Clive Hamilton said, in
regard to Indonesia, that ‘Australia’s foreign affairs establish-
ment and its economic ideologists use all sorts of ratio-
nalisations to absolve themselves from the moral implications
of their decisions about aid, trade and diplomacy’ (AFR

35.   Francis Fukuyama has argued that ‘there are grounds for think-
ing that Asian political development could turn away from democ-
racy and take its own unique path in spite of the region’s record of
economic growth.’ (‘Capitalism and democracy: the missing link’,
Journal of Democracy, vol. 3, no. 3, 1992, p. 109.)
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12.1.12.94). One such rationalisation propounded for some
years has been to propagate the idea of cultural relativism as an
explanation and excuse for human rights abuse in the region. 

During their thirteen years in power the Labor government
formulated some of the key features of the endearment policy.
One key aspect was the campaign to sell Australia as part of
Asia. It was marketed by former Foreign Minister Gareth
Evans at the 1995 Brunei presentation of a new map of the
‘East Asian Hemisphere’. The map placed Australia in the
middle of the region’s economic high-fliers. It was an exercise
in geopolitical cartography that cleverly excluded India and
parts of western China, among other regions. It also presented
a larger-than-reality Australian continent in relation to its
northern neighbours. According to Gareth Evans 

the old perceptions or paradigms on ‘Asian’ and ‘European’
identities are losing their utility. Australia may not be an
‘Asian’ country any more than it is ‘European’ or ‘North
American’, but it is definitely part of the East Asian Hemi-
sphere.36 Our culture and society are uniquely Australian,
but they encompass qualities which are increasingly in-
fluenced by cultures of our near neighbours (FEER
17.8.95:26).

Australia’s eagerness to be accepted as a full partner in
the region has been extended to the realm of domestic poli-
tics. An on-going debate has been about whether Australia’s
constitutional links with the British monarchy constituted a

36.   A 1996 Asian Executive Poll to the question ‘Is Australia part of
Asia?’ found that 62.5 per cent of the respondents in Japan thought that
Australia was part of Asia, 55.6 per cent in Australia and 50 per cent in
Taiwan. In Singapore, Thailand and Malaysia only 20 per cent of the re-
spondents considered Australia a part of Asia. In Japan the question was
widely interpreted as whether or not Australia was within a geographi-
cal region called Asia (FEER 21.3.96:30). The Asian Executive Poll is
‘a weekly fax survey conducted by the Review and Asia Business News.
Respondents are top company executives in 10 Asian countries’ (FEER
20.3.97:28).
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major obstacle to closer relations with Southeast Asia.
Former Prime Minister Paul Keating embarked Australia on
the republican path with the argument that ‘having a head of
state appointed by the Queen was hurting Australia in the
Asian region’ (SMH 24.3.95). His claim was that an
Australian-elected president representing a republican state
would cast away Australia’s image as a ward of Britain and
strengthen the country’s dealings with Southeast Asian
leaders as an equal partner. During the 1996 federal elections,
Paul Keating attacked his opponent, Liberal leader and
monarchist John Howard, ‘as a man whom Asian leaders
would not take seriously’ (FEER 15.2.96:18). Leading
Australians argue that the push for a republic is necessary to
strengthen the country’s national character and to address
important issues about Australia’s future. Ties with the
British monarchy are a reminder of Australia’s past as a
convict colony, which many would like to forget as the
country moves towards the eurasianisation of the continent.

Appeasing Southeast Asian regimes is part of Australia’s
near silence policy on the deterioration of the East Timor
situation. Equally troublesome has been the lack of official
protest over the recent Indonesian military crackdown in Irian
Jaya near the Freeport Mine early in 1996 and the killing of
two Australian citizens. There has been no response to a recent
report that five Australian journalists were summarily executed
in East Timor during the 1975 Indonesian invasion. In late
1996 Australia was in the process of deporting a large number
of East Timorese refugees seeking residency in the country.
The Department of Immigration and Multicultural Affairs 

claimed that 1,300 East Timorese refugees were Portuguese
citizens and therefore ineligible to receive refugee status in
Australia … The reality is that the East Timorese people do
not have Portuguese citizenship; they cannot apply for a
Portuguese passport in Australia (SMH 23.9.96). 
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A few years ago at the International Court of Justice in a
case involving oil exploration in the Timor Gap, Australia
argued that there were no links between the people of East
Timor and Portugal. Behind these issues is Australia’s intent to
discourage out-migration from East Timor and Irian Jaya for
fear that it will embarrass the Indonesian government, and
destabilise Indonesia–Papua New Guinea relations. Under
pressure from the Department of Foreign Affairs, Parliament
banned an East Timor photo exhibition because it ‘included
photos of the Dili massacre’.37 It had been staged earlier
without any problems in New South Wales’ Parliament
House. Australia’s Deputy Prime Minister, Tim Fischer, has
gone on public television to praise Indonesia’s President as
‘perhaps the world’s greatest figure in the latter half of the
20th century’ (SMH 1.8.96). Tim Fischer has been called an
‘apologist’ for China following his visit to China in August
1996 when he condoned China’s rule over Tibet. 

Recently, Australia’s Prime Minister and the leader of the
opposition gave support to Malaysia’s decision to break up a
human rights conference in Kuala Lumpur and deport a num-
ber of Australian delegates. The Malaysian Opposition Leader
Lim Guan Eng said that ‘thugs’ had been used to break up the
conference and that more than 100 participants had been
detained he went on to say that ‘many Malaysians and Aus-
tralians would be disgusted by the Howard Government’s
refusal to defend democracy and free speech. They should
show a little bit more backbone in standing up for the rights of
democracy’ (SMH 12.11.96).

In July 1996 Megawati Soekarnoputri, the leader of the
Indonesian Democratic Party, was ousted from office by the
military. The take-over of the Jakarta party headquarters
triggered street protests, which degenerated into a violent con-

37.   See footnote 28.
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frontation between the military and the protesters. The July
military crackdown elicited a Financial Review editorial that 

Australia’s response to the recent military assault on the
headquarters of the Indonesian Democratic Party (PDI), and
the rioting was unimpressive … The Minister for Foreign
Affairs, Alexander Downer, should have been prepared, at
the very least, to condemn the Indonesian Government for
its excessive use of force (AFR 7.8.96). 

On the same day journalist Peter Hartcher wrote that fol-
lowing the July confrontation ‘Australia’s policy escalated
from doing nothing to doing as little as possible’. Less than a
month later, former Prime Minister Bob Hawke, now a high-
fee business consultant, delivered a speech in Jakarta de-
fending the Indonesian government’s human rights record
and criticised our lack of understanding of Asian values.38

An Indonesian academic wrote that Bob Hawke’s speech
was ‘simply another attempt by Australia’s pro-Jakarta
lobby to defend its Indonesian colleagues, whom it believes
will always serve the interests of Australian large business’
(SMH 13.8.96).39

Australia’s policy over Burma has been to keep quiet about
human rights abuse. Australia has been pushing business
investment in the country thus giving tacit support to the
military regime’s legitimacy and gross human rights violation.
Former Labor Prime Minister Bob Hawke went to Burma to
meet its military leaders and to lobby on behalf of Australian
and foreign companies. At the same time Deputy Prime

38.   Former Labor Prime Minister Paul Keating has retired from
politics and works as a consultant for domestic and foreign business
interests.
39.   Talking about cultural relativism and the issue of ‘Asian’ val-
ues, an official from the Philippines said that it is ‘a political ploy by
certain ruling elites to preserve their existing methods of rule’
(FEER 17.6.93). 
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Minister Tim Fischer was warming up to Burma’s military
regime and said on ABC TV that Australia could not do any-
thing about Burma’s human rights, and ruled out ‘Australian
support for Western economic sanctions against Burma’ (SMH
4.11.96).

Attacks on civil society: Australia’s Southeast Asia foreign
policy has encouraged non-liberal forces in domestic politics at
the expense of a participatory and critical civic culture. The
government has been keen to control and neutralise forces
critical of its policy and of Southeast Asia’s authoritarianism.
The outcome has been the marginalisation of dissent and a
noticeable weakening of Australian civil society.

Budgetary cuts, restructuring and the corporatisation of
Australian universities have dramatically muted their ability to
subject government to criticism and to advance the ideals of an
open society. The commercialisation of tertiary education has
been largely fuelled by the prospects of a lucrative East Asian
market. Australia’s tertiary sector has been engaged in fierce
competition for a share of the educational market. Most Aus-
tralian universities have twinning programs in Southeast
Asia.40 Monash University, the Royal Melbourne Institute of
Technology and the University of New South Wales, for
example, have established offshore campuses. Monash Inter-
national Pty Ltd, the commercial arm of Monash is operating a
college in Kuala Lumpur with a private local investor. The
college brochure’s entry claims that the ‘university partners
understand that all education is based around a moral core of
values shaped by the national interest’. An Australian journalist
commented that ‘it may be just as well that Sunway does not
offer journalism courses based on a ‘moral core of values’
including the right to give political leaders a hard time’ (AFR
10.12.96). The University of New South Wales also has a

40.   One major omission is the Philippines.
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campus in Malaysia in partnership with the Paramount Cor-
poration which has ‘interests in property, insurance, manu-
facturing and private education’ (Australian 6.11.96).

Brian Toohey, who reported at length on the commer-
cialisation of Australia’s higher education, has written that
‘academic freedom could be compromised in the longer term
– although not necessarily more so than with the commercial
sponsorship of faculties now occurring in Australia’ (AFR
10.12.96). Recently, Vietnam has been ‘besieged by de-
legations from Australian higher education … Australian
tertiary institutions have acquired the unenviable reputation in
Vietnam of short-term thinking, fragmentation and uneven
quality’ (Australian 6.11.96). Professor Fahey of the Victoria
University of Technology recommended the ‘establishment of
a code of ethics for Australian universities operating off-shore’.
The academic programs of Australian universities which tie up
with Southeast Asia have avoided controversial topics which
might compromise their commercial success and embarrass
Southeast Asian political leaders. 

There has been a loss of academic autonomy because of
Canberra’s steady pressure on universities to respond to the
financial and research dictates of government strategic
guidelines. Funding cuts have been responsible for the decline
in the role of the humanities in favour of the pseudo-sciences
of management, marketing and commerce. There has been a
loss of autonomy as the government has increased pressure
on universities to respond to government strategic guidelines.
One outcome has been the mushrooming of centres and
institutes of Asian studies largely driven by commercial
interests and geared to the needs of the business community.
Research agenda have also been guided by government-
dictated priority areas and commercial projects. These cir-
cumstances have penalised non-conformists and government
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critics from research grants and government committees. A
casualty of this process has been the Australian National
University’s Peace Research Centre which was due to cease
all activities in June 1997. A federal government inquiry into
the future of higher education announced in 1997 is likely to
recommend a more market-oriented tertiary sector. In ad-
dition, the business lobby is putting pressure to deregulate
and commercialise the tertiary sector claiming that ‘public
funding of universities should be reconsidered because it was
failing to meet society’s needs’. Both the Business Council of
Australia and the Australian Chamber of Commerce and
Industry 

claimed that universities were making decisions against the
national interests [and that] Universities were quite often not
particularly concerned about the fate of their graduates or
the needs of industries (do we) want to publicly fund
something that appears to bear no relationship to society’s
need in general (Australian 22.1.97). 

The ownership of Australia’s mass media is concentrated in
the hands of a few wealthy individuals who are strong
supporters of the virtues of the free market. Journalism is
severely limited by pressures from defamation law,
contempt-of-court actions and commercialism. The issue has
been put by Eric Beecher, the former editor of the Sydney
Morning Herald, that ‘the issue is power. Real, raw power that
derives from owning or controlling the most effective
instruments of influence within a democracy outside the
parliamentary system – newspapers.’ (SMH 8.10.90). Changes
in media law under the Labor government allowed Kerry
Packer to concentrate his mass-media ownership and a tax-free
capital gain of some A$ 800 million. By 1987 the Labor
government had allowed Rupert Murdoch, another billionaire,
to gain control of 70 per cent of the country’s newspapers and
one of its largest holdings in commercial television and radio.
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By the early 1990s Australia’s media ownership was almost
entirely in the hands of two conservative proprietors, Kerry
Packer and Rupert Murdoch, with close links to the country’s
major political parties. In 1996 there were three major players
– Packer, Murdoch, and a company controlled by Southeast
Asian interests including the Singapore government – who
owned 20 per cent of the Fairfax group’s three major news-
papers: The Sydney Morning Herald, The Australian Financial
Review, and The Age.

Max Suich, publisher of the defunct Independent Monthly,
believes that 

the closure of media outlets had led to “journalistic sloth”
and an orthodoxy in how stories were reported. Senior
journalists and commentators at the Australia Media Forum
agreed that this country’s media toed a politically correct
line and did not reflect the public’s views … Trevor Watson,
a former ABC foreign correspondent and most recently the
head of ABC radio current affairs, said political correctness
was not confined to the ABC but ran through much of the
popular media … the objective doesn’t seem to be to inform
the public any more (SMH 18.1.97). 

Mass media control by conservative forces has had an
impact on the nature and extent of reporting on Southeast
Asian affairs. Important events have been toned down or gone
unreported. Following the disclosure of the bugging of
China’s Canberra embassy, Gareth Evans proposed to jail
journalists who breached national security, and newspaper
editors agreed not to publish news items that government
classified as secret.41 Press reports on Indonesia have been
altered to please its leaders. For example, newspapers have
been reluctant to write extensively on genocide in East

41.   Former Western Australia Senator Peter Walsh said that Gareth
Evans ‘used to be one of the high priests of open government, civil
liberties and free speech’ (Australian Magazine 29.7.95:14).
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Timor and have reported considerably lower death levels.
When covering the award of the 1996 Nobel Peace Prize to
the East Timorese Australia-based activist Jose Ramos,
newspapers reported that some hundreds of East Timorese
had been killed since 1976 when the numbers were closer
to 200,000.42

The Australian Broadcasting Corporation’s (ABC)
capacity to provide independent journalism has been adversely
affected by budgetary cuts. The country’s only public media
institution is under government pressure to bend to the
imperatives of foreign policy. Playwright David Williamson
wrote that ‘without an ABC the Australian airwaves would be
almost devoid of intelligence, scepticism, inequity and
objectivity, and to me these qualities are as essential to the
human mind as air, light and food are to our bodies’ (SMH
9.11.96). The ABC has been under pressure not to run stories
critical of Southeast Asian leaders and to put more emphasis on
regional business news particularly those having to do with
Australia’s export success stories involving government
subsidies. There has been pressure on the ABC to become less
political in its reporting on Southeast Asian domestic affairs.
The arrest at Brisbane airport in December 1996 of one of
Malaysia’s highest ranking politicians carrying A$ 1.26
million in cash went unreported by the ABC television news
that day.43 

42.   James Dunn, the former Australian Consul to East Timor, told
a parliamentary select committee that 

60,000 East Timorese were killed by the Indonesians in the first year
it invaded … estimates of 200,000 dead in the struggle between re-
sistance forces and the Indonesian military, commonly cited by Am-
nesty International and other human rights organisations, understated
the case (SMH 30.6.94).

43.   It was Tan Sri Muhammad Taid, the Chief Minister of Selangor
State and vice-president of the ruling United Malays National Or-
ganisation (UMNO).
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There is an on-going major government review of the ABC
budget and terms of reference. In 1996 its budget was cut by
some A$ 55 million. The government also recommended the
closure of two international units: Radio Australia and
Australia Television Asia (ATV). Both have a large number
of listeners and viewers in the Asia–Pacific region and are
important links with the region’s civil rights movement. Radio
Australia shortwave is one of the few sources of uncensored
regional news with reports and current affairs programs. It is an
important link with Indonesia, with an estimated audience of
some 30 million people (SMH 6.2.97). Its importance to
Burma’s oppressed people where ‘international shortwave
listening is almost universal’ is also considerable; ATV is said
to reach 60 million households (SMH 25.1.97). 

The government has attacked other elements of civil
society that have been critical of its policy. New industrial laws
will prevent union bans against countries such as Indonesia.
Australia’s secret service has been keeping tabs on human
rights organisations working with East Timorese and other
regional groups. It located and closed a Darwin radio
transmitter that had established important links with East
Timorese dissidents. Attempts have been made to placate and
trivialise environmental concerns about Australian regional
investment and trade. Reports about the possible sale of
Australian uranium to Taiwan and Indonesia have been largely
ignored or marginalised by the press. The 1996 election of a
coalition government heralded a decline in the state’s support
for a multicultural society. There has been a substantial de-
crease in the immigration program from Asia, and major
budgetary cutbacks to established programs for the improve-
ment of Aborigines’ living conditions and language training
for migrants. In addition, the government has closed two
government bodies: the Office of Multicultural Affairs and the
Bureau of Immigration and Population Research. Meanwhile
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Australia’s domestic spying activities have increased; there
have been reports of infiltration of some NGOs and uni-
versities by members of the Australian Security Intelligence
Organisation (ASIO). ASIO and its counterpart, the Australian
Secret Intelligence Service (ASIS), have increased their
pressure on government for more funds and greater secrecy for
their organisation’s activities. A recent report from ASIO
claimed that Asian countries have been using Australian uni-
versities to gain access to information on how to manufacture
weapons of mass destruction (SMH 15.12.93). Australian
intelligence organisations have also been instrumental in
censoring the mass media. 

The Australian government’s actions against civil society
have encouraged Southeast Asian governments to neutralise
their own NGOs. Australia’s support for Malaysia’s arrest and
deportation of Australian delegates to a Kuala Lumpur human
rights conference in 1996 has been linked to the Malaysian
government raids on NGOs offices in January 1997. Malay-
sia’s action is widely seen as part of a strategy against organ-
isations critical of its government. NGOs must now register
with the government under the Societies Act, but as human
rights activists pointed out ‘it’s virtually impossible for human
rights or public interest groups to be registered as a society’
(FEER 30.1 97).

Culture of racism: The mass media coverage that followed
the election of Pauline Hanson to Parliament in 1996, and the
almost complete silence on the issue by the prime minister
showed how far Australia’s culture had moved to the right. The
extent of racism in the country is a vital challenge to the
country’s democratic traditions. One important question is the
extent to which government policies in recent years have been
responsible for the rise of neo-fascist elements. Professor
Horne, speaking at a 1988 symposium on ‘Australia: the
Future’, said that the 
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new right zealotry is putting the nation at risk … There has
been a swing to the right in Australian culture in the past 10
years, manifested by the partial reaffirmation of the colonial
mentality. This mentality included an aggressive callousness
towards Aborigines, a contempt for Australian intellectuals,
scholars and artists, xenophobic view of Asian immigration
… What all of this adds up to is a kind of moral panic at the
thought of Australia moving from its colonial and
dependent-minded mode … Economic fundamentalism and
the colonial mentality rode together [and] it could be a
disastrous ride ( Age 17.6.88).

Since Donald Horne’s speech, the situation has deteriorated,
with racist activities against Aborigines and Asians on the
increase. Racism has advocates in both federal houses and
state parliaments. The most recent addition is Pauline Han-
son, an independent Member of Parliament, representing the
seat of Oxley in Queensland since 1996. She was elected
with nearly 23 per cent of the primary vote; it was the
country’s largest swing against the Labor government. Bill
Hayden, former Governor General of Australia, held the
seat for 27 years. A number of politicians at the state and
national levels have given support to extreme right-wing
movements by their comments and writings. Anti-Asian
feelings have been propagated by some radio stations and a
number of groups with links to political parties and gun
lobbies. Some of the better-known racist organisations are:
League of Rights; Australian Nationalist Movement; Logos
Foundation; Wake Up Australia; Afrikaner Resistance
Movement; Loyal Regiment of Australian Guardians; Aus-
tralian Nationalists Movement; Australian Aryan Army;
Australian United for Survival and Individual Freedom (AUSI
Scouts); Australian Community Movement; Western
Australian Rural Action Movement; Confederate Action
Party; Citizens Electoral Councils of Australia Group (CEC);
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Australian Civil Liberties Union (ACLU); Australian National
Action; and the Nationalist Socialist Party.

Violence against Asians was a common occurrence during
the 1980s and particularly in the late 1980s. In Sydney and
New South Wales there was a well-orchestrated campaign of
physical attacks by racist groups against journalists and others
who had taken a courageous stand in defence of the rights of
Asians and Aborigines, or who were critical of Geoffrey
Blainey’s views. Many attacks against Asians during that
period went unreported as victims were too frightened to
approach the police. The police appeared unable or unwilling
to put a stop to these attacks. Special Branch, once known as
the right-wing of the police force, was in charge of the
investigation. In Perth, Western Australia, the late 1980s
witnessed the firebombing of a number of Asian restaurants as
well as violence against Asians, including the murder of a
Vietnamese taxi driver and several Aborigines by members of
neo-nazi groups. A report by the Human Rights and Equal
Opportunities Commission claimed that ‘many Asians and
Aborigines were treated as second-class citizens, living in
fear of violence, sexual harassment and murder. Racial
intimidation and abuse occurred daily in streets, shops,
schools and workplaces’ (Good Weekend 1989). Many neo-
nazi supporters were white migrants from southern Africa.
There were reports that the police’s apparent incompetence in
stopping racial attacks in Western Australia reflected
embedded racism within the police force of that state.  

There has been a rise in the level of racial intolerance since
Pauline Hanson’s election to Parliament in 1996. Victimisation
of Asians, such as incitement to hatred in radio talk shows and
graffiti, has increased, as well as hate mail, physical harass-
ment, and racial abuse from passing motorists. A survey by the
Chinese language Sing Tao reported that ‘attacks on Asian
Australians had more than doubled since the Independent MP
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Ms Pauline Hanson made her maiden speech in Federal
parliament’ (SMH 14.11.96). For the first time in his life Coun-
cillor Henry Tsang, Sydney’s Deputy Lord Mayor, received a
number of death threats. He said that 

ethnic leaders had also raised concerns about an increasing
level of racial intolerance as a result of a shift to the right in
this country. It was made more noticeable by the gun debate,
and the election of the Coalition government, and the cutting
of aid and immigration numbers (SMH 27.8.96).44 

Dai Le, a television researcher, wrote that ‘in the 17 years
that I have spent growing up in Australia, I have never wit-
nessed so much fear and loathing against migrants, Asians
particularly’ (SMH 11.11.96). The MP for the inner Bris-
bane seat of Moreton said that ‘Asians had been spat on
while walking the streets and others had their homes and
properties attacked’ (SMH 9.10.96). There have also been
reports that racism in ‘Australian schools is becoming more
prevalent’ (SMH 23.11.96).

Ross Fitzgerald, an academic at Griffith University in
Queensland, believes that 

racism against Asians is really a by-product of a great fear of
economic insecurity of unemployment and technological
change that focuses upon scapegoats … Hanson is ex-
ploiting economic fears and offering up Asians as the
culprits (FEER 28.11.96). 

Professor John McLaren, at the Victoria University of
Technology, supported this line of explanation writing that 

class divisions were increasing as protection of workers was
removed. Much of the working class is being replaced by an
underclass of the workless. As our economic dependence
becomes even greater, economic distress has heightened

44.   There was a national debate about gun control in Australia follow-
ing the killing of 35 people at Port Arthur in Tasmania on 28 May 1996
by a young Australian male.
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racial prejudice both internally and externally (Australian
14.10.92). 

Inequality in Australia has been increasing. According to
the Australian Council of Social Services (ACOSS) in 1994,
there were among the working poor, ‘186,000 families with an
average of two children on wages of less than A$ 20,000’
(SMH 15.1.97). In 1996 it was claimed ‘the top 10 per cent of
Australians hold over 50 per cent of all household wealth,
while the bottom 50 per cent hold only 3 per cent’ (Wesley
Mission 1996). Unemployment officially at 8.7 per cent in
early 1997 is understated. A study by the Centre for Labour
Study at the University of Adelaide found that ‘Australia has
“chronic” youth unemployment, with 12 regions having
sustained average unemployment rates of more than 20 per
cent since 1988’ (SMH 12.4.97).

Another issue is the problem of Australia’s identity and the
rapidity with which changes have occurred on the country’s
path towards a multicultural and Eurasian society. Rising
inequality and the end of the Anglo-Celtic security mould have
put a serious dent on concepts of citizenship and nation, and
questioned their relevance in an age of globalisation. The
problem does not arise so much for those who are doing well,
what Robert Reich has labelled the ‘symbolic’ workers (Reich
1991).45 Many Australians have not benefited from the inter-
nationalisation of the economy and do not identify themselves
with a cosmopolitan global culture. The problem has been
compounded by a mass media that publicised and dramatised
Asian wealth and Asian gangs. Also disturbing has been the
excessive weight given to multiculturalism and race in the
mass media. The outcome has been to impress cultural dif-
ferences as important, and to divide rather than to unite. In the

45.   Reich talks about symbolic workers who manipulate numerical
and verbal symbols and who are linked to the global economy.
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process the concept of citizenship based on core values shared
by most is becoming irrelevant. In essence many people in
Australia have become alienated and more provincial in their
attitudes, a sort of shrinking back to more primordial and tribal
ties.

To a large extent the government and society have failed to
confront the issues head on. Former Prime Minister Bob
Hawke failed to act in response to attacks in New South Wales,
Western Australia, and elsewhere. Prime Minister John
Howard’s policy of saying as little as possible about Pauline
Hanson and racism has given strength to the culture of racism.
Many mainstream conservatives have been letting the country
down by not debunking racist ideologies and myths. Malcolm
McGregor, a writer for the Australian Financial Review,
claimed that the new coalition government has been con-
sciously pursuing ‘a strategy of racial division in an effort to
cement the inherently unstable electoral coalition that swept
them to power’ (AFR 15.1.97). Australian politics is no
longer the expression of class divisions. Increasing numbers
of low income people, the working poor, are resentful of the
failure of the Labor Party and its leaders to support traditional
Labor policies. Deserting the Labor Party they have been
attracted by the politics of race and ethnicity offered by
conservatives eager to gain and stay in power. Race rather
than class has become a major ingredient driving voters
choice. McGregor wrote that 

Howard’s handling of Pauline Hanson may be understood
for the calculated poll-driven opportunism it was. Howard
and the Liberals are the net beneficiary of any deterioration
in racial civility in our public culture. Such conditions are
the necessary if not sufficient conditions upon which
Howard’s appeal to alienated Labor voters depends. Howard
and his strategists (American from the conservative party)
know this and if, as appears likely, the economy continues to
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perform sluggishly they will intensify their racial and
cultural campaign. So there was nothing in either Queens-
land Premier Rob Borbidge’s calls for a referendum on the
Wik issue or Tim Fischer’s calculated attack on the High
Court (AFR 15.1.97).46 

46.   The 1996 Wik ruling by the High Court said that pastoral leases
and Aboriginal land titles could co-exist. The case must be seen in
the context of the Mabo ruling by the High Court which discarded
the concept that Australia was unoccupied before the arrival of Eu-
ropeans. In June 1991 ‘the High Court of Australia held, for the first
time, that the common law of Australia recognised the prior land
rights of Australian Aboriginal people’ (Mabo 1992). Tim Fischer is
Australia’s Deputy Prime Minister and leader of Australia’s Nation-
al Party. His party wants the extinguishment of native title on pasto-
ral leases. 
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What Is to Be Done

Australia’s economic integration with Southeast Asia is a
desirable path to the extent that it enhances the well-being
of its people. Southeast Asia’s economic development has
been spectacular yet there are indications that many are not
benefiting. Moreover, Australia’s globalisation is creating a
large population of working poor and unemployed youths – a
class of powerless people. If economic growth and integration
proceed without meeting human needs the likelihood of
conflict may rise and threaten political stability in the region.
The issue for Southeast Asia and elsewhere has been suc-
cinctly stated in a United Nations report on human develop-
ment that 

national governments must find new ways of enabling their
people to participate more in government and to allow them
much greater influence on the decisions that affect their
lives. Unless this is done, and done in time, the irresistible
tide of people’s rising aspirations will inevitably clash with
inflexible systems, leading to anarchy and chaos. A rapid
democratic transition and a strengthening of the institutions
of civil society are the only appropriate responses (United
Nations 1993:5).

In the words of the Burmese opposition leader, Aung San
Suu Kyi, ‘a rapid democratic transition and strengthening
of the institutions of civil society are the sine qua non for
this development [human development]’ (United Nations
1993:18). Australia’s human development faces an equally
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critical challenge in view of the country’s marked decline
in political equality.

Australia’s policy of economic regionalisation with
Southeast Asia should be guided by human needs and demo-
cratic principles. Australia needed educational and financial
domestic programs to help those whose skills or work is no
longer in demand. In early 1997 more than 1.5 million people
were looking for full-time work. Creating employment re-
quires increased government revenues based on a tax system
more demanding of the well-off and corporate sector. The
country must combat the rise of racism. Duncan Graham has
argued that 

legislation against inciting racism is long overdue, but it
needs the backing of middle Australia. Where are the state-
ments of trade union leaders, captains of business, pillars of
the church? Real action has to include community relations,
education and strategies. This canker must be attacked. It’s
worse than the problem of economic depression (Good
Weekend 1989). 

Australia’s economic relations with Southeast Asia should be
guided by social and environmental impact statements attuned
to the well-being of individuals and the protection of the
environment. Australian aid program should be directed solely
at society’s poorest and projects should be developed and
implemented by the local communities concerned.

Canberra needs to speak out on human rights. Australia
should avoid double standards and the government ‘should
actively pursue recognition of the international human rights
standards it publicly endorses and not view such rights through
a convenient prism of differing cultural values’, wrote Craig
Skehan, the Sydney Morning Herald foreign affairs and
defence correspondent (SMH 29.10.96). Pressure towards
liberalisation in Indonesia is in Australia’s best interest. Peter
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Hartcher argued recently that Australia’s doing nothing about
Indonesia is wrong: 

[O]ur policy makers are confusing a lack of change with
stability. Stability in Indonesia is not going to be served by
political repression to prop up a particular regime. This
ultimately will lead to frustration. And frustration can create
explosions. Instead stability is best achieved by a peaceful poli-
tical evolution in Indonesia. This will demand not an increase in
repression but measured liberalisation (AFR 7.8.96). 

Australia should actively support all Southeast Asian social
and political movements campaigning for more open so-
cieties. One of Indonesia’s key opponents to the regime,
Megawati Soekarnoputri, has said that the country needs
Australia and its neighbours to assist in the democrati-
sation process. She said that while 

we have our own meaning of democracy, because Indonesia
has its own culture and concerns which are different to those
in other parts of the world, there are certainly also common
fundamental similarities, for example, the right to demo-
cracy must be upheld and this applies to Indonesia too (AFR
16.9.96).

Southeast Asians who believe in press freedom need
Australia’s support. Michael Kirby, a leading Justice of the
Supreme Court, has argued that ‘Australia has a duty to steer its
neighbours towards media freedom … To surrender our
distinct features as a basically Western culture in a basically
Asian milieu is to throw away the values which we bring to our
neighbours. They include the values of an English-speaking
democracy with independent courts, constitutional stability
and a robust, basically free media’ (SMH 4.5.94). For this
reason alone the ABC Radio Australia service to the Asia–
Pacific must be maintained and given greater support. 
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Australia’s foreign policy should not compromise liberal
democracy at home. Michael Doyle’s thesis should be a fitting
precept for Australia’s relations with Southeast Asia: 

[They] should be guided by general liberal principles.
Liberal policies thus must attempt to promote liberal
principles abroad: to secure basic human needs, civil rights,
and democracy, and to expand the scope and effectiveness of
the world market economy … There is no special
geopolitical clients, no geopolitical enemies other than those
judged to be such by liberal principles … It requires
abandoning the national interest and the balance of power as
guidelines to policy … We must have no liberal enemies and
no unconditional alliances with nonliberal states (Doyle
1983:344). 
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 Conclusions

Regionalisation of Australia with Southeast Asia has led to
complex economic, social and political ties. These formed
an important path towards a more peaceful region. The pro-
cess of regional integration has also meant conflict with
Southeast Asian states. While conflict played a major inte-
grative role, there is the danger that differences in political
culture are not bridgeable without inadmissible cost. At
stake is the political legitimacy of both Australia and its
Southeast Asian partners. 

Australia’s geography and small population have been key
factors in advancing a policy of economic integration with the
region. The imperatives of geoeconomics have pressured
Australia to conduct a policy of appeasement towards the
region’s authoritarian regimes and condone their human rights
abuse. Southeast Asian states have thereby gained additional
leverage in the domestic politics of Australia, particularly
through the use of regional mechanisms such as ASEAN. 

Globalisation has been costly to the well-being of too many
Australians as evidenced by the growth of inequality and the
large number of working poor families; a situation aggravated
by government cuts in funding social and public programs and
services that have traditionally been within the realm of the
state’s obligation to a more equitable and egalitarian nation.
The dynamics of political conflict have also been altered with
a shift from class conflict to ethnic fragmentation and by the
rise of racism.
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Australia’s economic and security policies have given
strength to domestic non-liberal forces and increased racism
against Aborigines and Asians. Partly in response to pressure
from Southeast Asian regimes, the government has acted
against segments of civil society critical of its policies and of
Southeast Asian authoritarianism. Australia’s foreign policy
is compromising liberal democracy at home.
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