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Introduction
Thank you Heath. It is a great pleasure to be here for the annual dinner of the
ACT branch of the Australian Institute of International Affairs.
I’d like to acknowledge Bob Lowry, President of the AIIA (ACT) and, of course,
all of my DFAT colleagues - past and present.
This organisation holds a unique place in Australian foreign policy.
In some respect, the AIIA wrote the script for an independent Australian foreign
policy.
In the 1930s, when Australia was yet to establish its own diplomatic service, the
AIIA was laying the markers that would define Australia’s long-term direction,
particularly with respect to Asia.
Indeed, I’m happy to acknowledge that the AIIA helped me form my own views as
a young diplomat – and that understanding of the salience of Asia has deepened as
I’ve served in Hong Kong, Taipei, and Beijing.
Along with the US alliance, Asia has only become more central to Australia as our
region has gone through the profound changes of the post-war period.

Traditional partners
Ladies and gentlemen, as we all know, the United States is the scene of quite
eye-catching change at the moment.
The advent of a new US administration is always a busy time for policy thinkers, as
leaders in all walks of life and diplomats around the world reassess how all the
pieces fit together.
On this occasion, that regular adjustment has taken on a new urgency.
President Trump has made it clear that he will take an economic nationalist
approach.
As the Foreign Minister, Julie Bishop said in her Fullerton Lecture in Singapore on
Monday, “many regional nations are in a strategic holding pattern, waiting to see
whether the United States and its security allies and partners can continue to play
the robust and constructive role that they have for many decades”.
The international implications of this could well be significant.
For Australia and Australia-watchers, the early focus was on that phone
conversation between Prime Minister Turnbull and President Trump – and I know
the interest has lingered, because I was asked about it in Senate Estimates.
The thing that struck me most that week, though, was not the conversation itself,
but the public reaction it provoked in the United States.
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From Australia’s point of view, the real story of the phone call was one of
diplomatic ballast in action.
Senator John McCain was particularly quick to endorse, in ringing phrases,
Australia’s value to the United States, focusing (for obvious reasons, given his
distinguished military service) on our military ties, stretching back a century.
Then, Congressmen and women, Democrats and Republicans alike, and a wide
range of commentators followed, pointing to our consistency and reliability in
international affairs.
But, for me, it did raise an important question, one that every generation of
diplomats this nation produces has to ask itself: how is Australia seen, around the
world?
Diplomacy is not a popularity contest, but understanding how others see us is the
first step in working out how to influence them.
What sort of diplomatic actor is Australia, as far as some of our key partners are
concerned?
I thought this would be a good question to pursue tonight, in this city of
embassies, for this audience with its many diplomatic insiders.
One indication of how others see us is the 107 diplomatic missions here in
Canberra.
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Twenty-four nations have established missions in Canberra since 1998 – a
reflection of the increasing importance of Australia as a diplomatic centre in a
region that, as each year passes, matters more to the world.
Latin America’s representation, for example, has jumped from nine missions in
2009 to thirteen today.
Since 2015, the Australian Government has increased our diplomatic
representation abroad.
• We opened a mission in Ulaanbaatar in December 2015
• a post in Makassar in March 2016
• then Phuket in June
• Doha in July and
• Lae this month.
Further, we expect to open
• Rabat next financial year, after we deploy the Head of Mission a few
months from now
• Surabaya in the second half of 2017
• Bogota in 2017 and
• pending China’s formal approval, our seventh post in greater China.
Once opened, this will bring our overseas representation to 106 DFAT posts.
This is a powerful statement, in each of these countries and overall, of Australia’s
international intent.
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How a country perceives its international interests, and other diplomatic actors,
can change over time, of course, driven by historical developments, shifting
strategic circumstances and political will.
Consider the United Kingdom, a country which has been in the news almost as
much as the United States in the last year.
Diplomatic relations between Australia and the United Kingdom are close.
So close it almost seems banal to point them out.
That said, I did hear one thing recently that captured our intimacy.
So trusted is Australia in the Foreign and Commonwealth Office that they even
use Australia House, our High Commission in London, as a venue for meetings
from time to time.
When the FCO organised an away day to plan its China policy recently, they chose
Australia House.
FCO’s Pacific team followed suit, as did the Human Rights branch.
Not too many nations do foreign policy planning days in the embassies of other
countries!
In the years ahead, Australia can make much, much more of the rock-solid trust
with which our counterparts in the UK see us.
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After more than four decades within the European Union, Britain is now charting
a new, independent, course – “Global Britain”, as Boris Johnston calls it.
Consider this: when Britain applied to enter the Common Market in 1961, only
five years had passed since the Suez Crisis.
From Whitehall, Australia appeared, in 1961, as a young country on the
international stage.
Now, though, the British see a highly successful, independent regional and global
actor.
Japan and India
Partners in our region are also seeing Australia in a new light.
As China’s rise continues, the question of how it will exercise power becomes
more pressing, and major countries are interested in the part Australia plays, and
will play.
Japan for one.
As the Foreign Minister said recently, the practical engagement between the
defence forces of the United States, Japan and Australia is, today, a first-order
strategic fact.
After having built our trade and economic partnership over many decades, Japan
now sees Australia as its primary ally in keeping the United States informed and
focused on strategic issues in Asia.
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This includes trade and investment – indeed, countries in our region are looking to
Japan and Australia to advocate in Washington our shared perspectives on the
strategic dimension of economic liberalisation.
Like Japan, India is reassessing its place in a world changed by China’s rise.
As India steps out from the Non-Aligned Movement, and emerges as a maritime
power, it finds more points of interest in Australian diplomacy.
India still values multilateral diplomacy highly, and India’s diplomats appreciate the
energy and effectiveness we bring to it – even when they are inclined to apply the
handbrake.
India admires our highly productive relations with Japan, which parallel its own,
and is seeking triangular cooperation on infrastructure and high-efficiency coal
generation.
India has taken a new interest in the quality and consequence of our alliance with
the United States.
When he addressed the Australian Parliament in August 2014, India’s Prime
Minister, Narendra Modi, gave his own account of how other countries see
Australia:
“Today, the world sees Australia at the heart of the Asia Pacific and Indian Ocean region,” Mr
Modi said.
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“This dynamic region holds the key to this world’s future; and Australia is at its cross-currents.
And, [he went on], as Australia has become more engaged in this part of the world, we welcome
its growing role in driving this region’s prosperity and shaping its security.”
In part, Prime Minister Modi’s words reflect the strategic adjustments underway in
the Indo-Pacific, as states position themselves to benefit from opportunities and
hedge against risks.
China and Indonesia
In Beijing, all nations compete for influence.
China has a score of challenging bilateral relations, in particular with countries on
its land and sea borders.
Where does Australia stand?
Next week, Li Keqiang will arrive in Australia for his first visit as Premier of the
People’s Republic.
Prime Minister Turnbull and Premier Li will sit down across a table to discuss the
full range of bilateral and international issues as part of the fifth annual leaders’
meeting.
If you were a fly on that wall I suspect one of the deepest impressions you would
be left with is that China regards Australia as a serious country.
There is a tendency in Australia’s public discourse to focus on China’s importance
to us.
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I can assure you that it is a two-way relationship.
China understands clearly the importance we attach to a rules-based international
order and universal values.
In Beijing, we are a palatable, and, occasionally, sought-after source of
government-to-government advice.
China values our economic relationship and our growing community ties.
It welcomes the expertise and capacity we bring through our growing services
exports.
And it recognised the value to both economies of agreeing the most ambitious free
trade agreement it has signed – ChAFTA.
Australia – China relations have been a success for Australia, but we will have to
keep working hard to build on this foundation.
Closer to home, the way that the Government of Indonesia views Australia
matters a great deal.
Indonesia and Australia are as different as any two neighbouring countries in the
world, yet we loom large for one another.
Indonesia does not have a long tradition of southward diplomacy – ancient trade
routes, yes, but government to government diplomacy, no.
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In fact, Java’s dangerous southern waters helped inspire a legend of a demon
goddess that lured to their destruction anyone who set sail in our direction.
Relations have come a long way.
The storms are less severe nowadays, and in a fair wind we can both make
progress.
Our development-assistance relationship is changing to one of economic
partnership.
The new trade-liberalising commitments that Prime Minister Turnbull and
President Widodo made last month are an excellent development in themselves,
and augur well for a wider trade agreement between Indonesia and Australia.
Closer trade and investment ties will mean that more Indonesians come to
appreciate Australia as a diverse and thriving place to do business and visit.
A key question for Australian diplomacy is what influence we will have in
Indonesia as it grows in stature.
As Indonesia reaches its potential as a top-ten or even top-five economy, with
strategic weight to match, we want Indonesia to look to Australia as a reliable
source of acute judgements and sensitive advice.
Conclusion
Ladies and gentlemen, as Australia makes its way in the 21st Century, we have
reason to be confident but no cause for complacency.
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By being clear on how our major partners see us, we can calibrate our ambition,
and effectively target our diplomacy.
In my recent international visits, I have found again and again that other countries
want to do more with us.
In part, this is because of who we are and how we work: we’re capable, effective,
reliable, we have little baggage; we are nowhere maligned and generally liked.
In part, it is because the world is turning in our direction.
We have a new relevance to traditional partners as they reassess their global
interests.
India and Japan see us as increasingly important diplomatic actors.
Indonesia is still forming its view of Australia as an international partner – this will
be a gradual process over the decades ahead and it is a very important one for
Australia’s national interest.
Already, China is a potentially decisive actor on the most important international
issues.
Our diplomatic engagement with China will only become more consequential as
the years go on.
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It is crucial that Australia wields diplomatic influence congruent with our
opportunities and challenges – not just in Washington and London, Tokyo and
New Delhi, but in the capitals and commercial centres throughout our region.
We can only succeed if Australians generate a broad base of the vigorous foreignpolicy discussion that has been the hallmark of the Australian Institute of
International Affairs for more than eighty years now.
In concluding, let me thank you for your contribution to the Foreign Policy White
Paper.
I agree with many of the points in your national body’s written submission,
particularly on the importance of funding Australian diplomacy adequately.
In particular, I acknowledge the AIIA’s face-to-face work, from Kim Beazley’s
conversation with the white paper lead, Richard Maude, to your many branch
events on the White Paper, including in Perth, Sydney and Melbourne.
Ultimately, diplomacy is about contact between people, and I am sure that many
future DFAT senior officials would join me in thanking you for it.
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