


light , in this paper, the problem areas of Australian-ASEAN relations in 
order to remind readers of how , in a dynamic and enormously complex region 
like the Asia-Pacific, a small misunderstanding can destroy many years work 
of promoting goodwill and cooperation . The lesson is simple, yet it is also 
one which is often taken for granted and is never fully appreciated. For 
those living in the South Pacific, this review is intended to provide insights 
into t he manner in which Australia and its other neighbours conduct their 
businesses . 

TRADE 

The ASEAN governments have long criticised Australia's tradition of 
trade pr otectionism because of resulting restrictions on Asian exports . 
They argue that such restrictions serve to maintain a trade relationship 
which has cons istently favoured Australia. Aggregate trade figures for 
Australia in the ASEAN region demonstrate this point (see Table 1) . 

Table 1. Aus tralian trade with ASEAN (A$'DDD) . 

YEAR IMPORTS FROM ASEAN EXPORTS TO ASEAN uEFICIT FOR ASEAN 

1975-76 317.0 659 . 7 342 . 7 
1979-80 1,006 . 2 1,416.7 410 . 5 
1980-81 1,249 . 6 1,618.0 368 . 4 

Source : Australi an Foreign Affairs RecQrd (AFAR) , September 1982 : 545 . 

It is true , of course, that A5EAN' s trade performance vis-a-vis Australia 
seems to have i mproved by the beginning of the 1980s, as evidenced by a drop 
in deficit . Australian government off i cials have been quick to suggest 
that such an appar ent i mprovement was partly due to Australian initiatives, 
pointing out , fo r example, that by 1980 t o 1981 eighty per cent of imports 
from A5EAN were' entering Australia either duty free , or were subject to 
developing countries' preferential ra t es (AFAR 1983 : 7) . 

Despite th i s apparent i mprovement , trade has been one of the most 
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controversial of policy issues affecting Australia's relations with ASEAN. 
Australia's proximity to Asia, and the trade policy and rhetoric of the. 
previous government may well have contributed to the problem and influenced 
the expectations of the Asi~n countries. 

F irstl y , the Second World War. the post-war defence arrangements such 
as the South East Asian Treaty Organization (SEATO), and the Vietnam debacle. 
inter alia. demonstrated the r~levance of Asia to Australia's security. 
These events made it painfully clear that Australia was vulnerable to 
instabilities within the Asia-Pacific region. More to the point. events 
of such geo-political significance to Australia's defence did seem to the 
Asian leaders to be a good enough reason for Canberra to be tolerant and 
accommodating in its trade and other policies. Unfortunately. Canberra did 
not react as expected and the Asian leaders claimed that Australia's restric
tive policies belied its geographical location, not to mention of course 
Australia's own claims to being part of tpe region. 

Secondly, the Asian leaders quickly picked up the inconsistency between 
the then Prime Minister Fraser's espousal of free trade abroad and his govern
ment's restrictive policies at home. At a press conference during the Common
wealth Heads of Governments Regional Meeting (CHoGRM) in New Delhi 19SO. 
Lee Kwan Yew of Singapore. in criticising Australia's policies. suggested 
that the latter's crusade against European Economic Community (EEC) protec
tionism would carry far more conviction and gain more support if its own 
policies had a certain consonance with the views and sentiments espoused 
in other contexts. The Singaporean leader also suggested that Australia 
itself was more restrictive, more conservative. and more backward looking 
than the meanest of Europeans (Asia Week 2S October 19SO: 40-41). 

One often finds in the Australian media arid academic journals, the 
suggestion that in terms of trade. ASEAN is more important to Australia than 
vice-versa. This may be an accurate observation as far as the volume of 
trade goes. A survey mission organised by the Australian Trade Development 
Council (ATDC) found that there has been a continued growth in ASEAN' s taking 
of Australia' s exports~ It points out. for example. that by 19So to 19S1 
the value of Australian exports to ASEAN was more than twice that of the 
mid-197os (AFAR 19S2: 545). 

To suggest from trade figures that ASEAN does not need the economic 
cooperation of Australia, whereas the latter needs the political support 
of the former, is unreasonable. 2 The extent of criticism by Asians of 
Australian economic policies indicates interests and concerns which such 
a sugges tion does not seem to consider. To many people in the Asia-Pacific 

56 



region, Australia is still regarded as a I lucky country '; a land of milk 
and honey and limitless opportunities. 

One of the more rational arguments against Australian protectionism 
is that it perpetuates inefficiencies in the country's manufacturing industry 
by protecting them against import competition. What is called for,. instead, 
is a restructuring of the whole of industry in order to rechannel Australian 
capital and the work force into higher technology production, leaving room 
for imports such as garments, footwear and so on, from low technology 
neighbours. 

This is where the government of Bob Hawke has made a favourable Impres
sion on Asian leaders. In a five-nation tour of Asia early in' 19B4, the 
Australian Prime Minister won agreement of the Asian leaders for a regional 
meeting to discuss joint action in preparing for a new round of multilateral 
trade negotiations (MTN) focussing on the particular needs of the region . 
That was an important initiative . 

Perhaps more significant was the Prime Minister ' s call for a restruc
turing of the Australian economy. He also called for a reduction of protec
tion levels in Australia, which structural adjustments would entail anyway. 
The significance of making the announcement in Asia did not escape the notice 
of many people, least of all the opposition Liberal Party leader, Andrew 
Peacock, who said that Bob Hawke should not. be making such statements abroad 
as the issues concerned were most critical to the interests of Australian 
workers (FEER 1 March 19B4: 4B). The Prime Minister himself seemed reasonably 
conf ident, however , that the Australian public could be won over in support 
of his new policies. In any case, Hawke did not say that changes were to 
take place immediately, saying instead that they were to happen gradually, 
and as consensus in Australia allows (ibid.: 47) . In summing up the attitudes 
of many observers, the Far Eastern Economic Review writes 

Former Prime Minister ~hl rnl f1' Fraser, some critics charged, had 
a policy of speal<ing about protectionism while at home, and the 
importance of free trade while abr oad. Hawke mayor may not make 
headway in this area . But at this stage many Australians seem 
to believe he is a prime minister who means what he says about 
restructuring and who is prepared to draw on his enormous popular
ity to achieve his ends (ibid. : 4B). 
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INTERNATIONAL CIVIL AVIATION POLICY (ICAP) 

The introduction of ICAP in the late 1970s essentially excluded the 
ASEAN airlines from the profitable traffic between Australia and Europe
the 'Kangaroo Route' as it is also called. The rCAP, for Canberra at least, 
was meant to be a normal exercise in economic management, and indeed, in 
corrmercial terms, the Australian government had every right to protect its 
national carrier (Qantas) from the aggressive strategies of its competitors, 
especially those from ASEAN - Le., Singapore International Airlines (SIA). 
In ASEAN eyes, ICAP was no more than an extension of the wave of protectionism 
which has prevailed in Australia for years. The ICAP's restrictive clauses 
which prevented Europe-bound passengers from taking in the popular stop-overs 
in South East Asia would have created much controversy anyway, and Canberra 
would have found it difficult to keep politics out. But still, the dispute 
might not have spilled over to become one of the worst diplomatic incidents 
had the Australian negotiators shown more sensitivity to "ASEAN's interests, and 
its vulnerability as an organi~ation. In a group of nations whose relations 
were often plagued by wars, and whose differences (Le., Singapore vis-')-vis 
Indonesia; Singapore vis-~-vis Malaysia) remain significant, the leaders 
are naturally hypersensitive to any divide-and-rule tactic. But as one 
observer pointed out, Australian negotiators chose to exploit regional 
differences by suggesting that Singapore's national carrier stood to lose 
the most, and was drawing the cloak of ASEAN around it to gain more clout 
during the negotiations (Keah 1980: 4-5). In doing so, the Australian 
negotiators obviously underestimated not only Singapore's ability to place 
the essentially bilateral dispute within the framework of Australia-ASEAN 
relations, but also, and more importantly, the strength of ASEAN unity which 
derived from the members' (Singapore, Malaysia and Thailand especially) 
dislike for the ICAP. 

Since 1979, the ASEAN carriers have gradually re-entered the 'Kangaroo 
Route' as active and successful competitors. In 1979, 350 seats a week, 
or 2.4 per cent of the 1.5 million passengers carried on the route, were 
taken up by the ASEAN airlines. But this represented only an 11 per cent share 
of the market the ASEAN carriers enjoyed before ICAP, and the Asians persisted 
in their demands until the Australian government finally ccmrnitted itself 
to reviewing its aviation policies. Although at the time of writing, -the. 
author was not aware of any dramatic developments arising from such a corrmit
ment, it is worth noting that the kind of agreement which was signed in 1979, 
which emphasises prior consultation, will help avoid the same kind of 
mistakes; otherwise, the dispute had been largely resolved by the end of 
1981. Speaking on behalf of t8e ASEAN delegation to the fifth ASEAN-Australia 
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Forum in Jakarta 19aO, Kassim Hussein of Malaysia observed that differences 
over Australia's ICAP ~ad been resolved in a manner which reflected goodwill, 
understanding and cooperation (AFAD 19ao: a). 

The dispute has left its bitter mark, however, and Canberra and its 
ASEAN counterparts entered the 19aOs with the major task of bringing the 
relationship back to the level of cordiality enjoyed in the mid-1970s, when 
Australia became the first to establish formal relations with the group. 
The ICAP highlighted, once again, the danger of inconsistencies between the 
rhetoric of cooperation and the realities of competition. 

AID 

The volume of Australia's bilateral assistance to ASEAN governments 
compares unfavourably with that of Japan, the United States and Germany. 
Based on 1977 official development assistance figures, Australia as a donor 
ranked fourth in Indonesia, third in Malaysia, the Philippines and Singapore, 
and second in Thailand. Whilst the quality of Australia's aid programme 
may be highly regarded by the Asians, the quantity, according to the testimony 
of the Australian Development Assistance 8ureau (ADA8) to the Senate Inquiry, 
was not commensurate with Canberra's expressed interest in the region (SSCFAD 
1979: 467). 

To be fair, one should note the bias towards ASEAN in Australia's aid 
disbursement . In 1981 to 1982, $30B million of the $570 million estimated 
bilateral assistance (excluding that to Papua New Guinea) was to go to ASEAN, 
$75 million to South Asia, $73 million to the South Pacific, $48 million 
to other Asian countries, $44 million to regional projects, and $22 million 
to Africa and the Midd1e East (Australian Government 1982: 7). The ranking 
changes on per capita calculations of course, but such a geographical distri 
bution of Australia's aid obviously reflects ASEAN's importance to Canberra. 
Still, ADA8 maintained that 

Australia's contribution verges on being insignificant when related 
to the massive and generally growing development assistance 
requirements of these countries , and i s considerably less than 
the aid disbursements made by other donors whose geo-political 
interests in the region are significantly less than Australia 
(SSCFAD 19v9: 466). 

The relevance of aid money to the conditions of the poorer sectors of ASEAN 
communities and overall development is always debatable, and sometimes denied. 
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But by and large, the necessity of aid is not seriously doubted. In the 
course of its enquir~es, the Senate Committee on Australian-ASEAN relations 
found no evidence which seriously questioned the need to provide development 
assistance to the ASEAN countries (SSCFAO 1980: 44). 

Australia has one of the most flexible and the least tied aid programmes. 
This is much appreciated in South East Asia, particularly when compared with 
the aid programmes of Japan and the United States. Innovative and 'untied' 
aid must remain a high priority, but there are other issues as well which 
merit some attention here. First, the traditional donor practice of using 
aid to offset problems arising in other areas can no longer be used effec
tively (Viviani 1980: 48). The Senate Inquiry also concluded that development 
-assistance prograrrmes for ASEAN are important to relations but must not be 
offered or seen as a panacea for the problems that may exist. What is needed 
(and this applies to trade as well) is not piecemeal concessions and drops 
of aid money to help patch up differences, but coherent aid and trade policies 
which take into consideration the Australian ' domestic situation as well as 
the cbangIng needs of the ASEAN people. 

Secondly, the quantitative difference between bilateral and regional 
aid must reflect ASEAN's own priorities and not Canberra's convenience. 
Of the $256 million allocated for ASEAN in 1977, $34.5 million was to go 
to the association through the Australian-ASEAN Economic Cooperation Programme 
(AAECP) and the rest for bilateral programmes. This, according to the media 
and other observers, pointed to the need for greater aid to ASEAN as an 
institution. There are not insignificant differences between the association 
members which should caution one against the convenient but inappropriate 
technique of lumping them together as a single aid target. Former Foreign 
Minister, Mr Street, was right when he said that 

· important as our (Australian) relations with ASEAN are, they 
should not be allowed to hide the great significance to Australia 
of our bilateral relations with the individual members of the 
association (AFAO 1981: vii). 

On balance, the Australian aid programme performed reasonably well to 
maintain a residue of goodwill during a time when the relationship was being 
plagued by problems. To this extent, the Senate Inquiries on Australian
ASEAN relations, and on Australian-Third World relations, both expressed 
satisfaction that the prograrrme was operating effectively given the financial 
and staff restraints. But there should be no room for complacency. Changing 
needs require constant reviews and initiatives, and domestic restraints should 
not blunt Australia's capacity to respond to the need of the relationship 
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through her development assistance . 

This is a point well taken by the present government whose first major 
foreign policy initiative was to carry out a comprehensive review of 
Australia ' s overseas aid programme . The reviewing committee , headed by 
Sir Gordon Jackson of the CSR Ltd . , has already tabled its report . Although 
it is not certain what changes will result from the report, two o'f its 
recommendations are likely to get some attention : firstly , that the aid 
programme be improved and increased, and secondly, that aid be further 
concentrated on the Asia-Pacific region. 

The Hawke government has already reaffirmed its commitment to achieving 
the UN aid target of 0 . 7 per cent of Gross National Product , although there 
are significant hurdles in the way . 3 The second recommendation, which 
reflects the feelings of the government anyway, should ensure that ASEAN 
continues to receive substantial aid from Australia. There are many other 
recommendations of the Jackson Report which, if carried out successfully , 
may lessen the possibility of Australia ' s aid becoming controversial in 
the Asia-Pacific region . 

THE SECURITY DIMENSION 

The strategic interests of Australia in South East Asia are commonly 
known. Apart from previous direct military ,involvements , Canberra tradi
tionally has used development assistance and other forms of cooperation 
to foster goodwill and stability in the region . For a start , Australia's 
friendly (some say obliging) disposition and economic assistance help keep 
the area free of conflict, and not a focal point of rivalry among major 
powers . O'Neill once argued that Canberra should continue its formal 
military and economic commitments to South East Asia if the countries in 
the region were to remain capable of resisting external pressures (for 
example USSR) on one hand, and maintaining internal unity on the other 
(O'Neill 1980 : 10-11) . This type of strategic concern was not particularly 
popular in government circles after the Vietnam experience but became 
important again after Afghanistan, the outbreak of hostilities in Indochina, 
and more recently in Poland . 

The year 1979 was a turbulent one in terms of global security , and 
the changes in attitudes and perceptions '.JJhich followed also affected 
Canberra 's policies in the region. There was a marked increase in security 
concerns in Canberra , and this was evidenced in early 1980 when the then 
Prime Minister , Mr Fraser, called on the intelligence people to prepare a re

view and reassessment of Australia's strategic position in the world . The swing 
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to security pre-occupation from economic considerations apparent at the time 
did not necessarily mean that economic issues were becoming insignificant 
variables in Australia's foreign relations. But in a regional climate. 
dominated by concern over Sino-Vietnam relations and the ongoing problems 
of Kampuchea (Cambodia), ASEAN's criticisms of Australian trade policies 
were no longer pushed with the stridency of 1976. and 1977. Also, the ASEAN 
goverrvnents were, by 1980, generally satisfied with economic cooperation, 
and the once bitter ICAP controversy was largely being resolved. 

In the first major foreign policy speech in 1976, Mr Fraser established 
himself as a 'hawk' especially in matters relating to the Soviet Union. 
At the time, he was criticised for exaggerating the threat perception and 
his strongly anti-Soviet rhetoric was not regarded by the Opposition and 
others as appropriate for a country of Australia's stature. The events of 
1979 (in Afghanistan and Indochina, etc.), however, not only gave some 
credence to Mr Fraser's warnings of Soviet expansionism, but also helped 
to shift once again the critical eye of ASEAN from Australia to the northern 
neighbours . 

USSR and China provide interesting variables in the relations between 
Australia and ASEAN. Before the China-Vietnam-Kampuchea outbreak of 
hostilities in early 1979, Mr Fraser had already signalled that he interpreted 
his country's interests as lying with China, not the Soviet Union, in the 
growing balance of power contest between the two in the Asia-Pacific region 
(Bell 1979: 417). This was clearly underlined by the qualitative difference 
between his muted reaction against China's attack on Vietnam, and his strong 
condemnation of the Soviet-backed Vietnam's invasion of Kampuchea in 1978: 
·the former involved rhetoric only whereas the latter included severence of 
aid. Such a tilt towards China caused some anxiety among foreign policy 
observers, especially those on Australia-ASEAN relations, as some South East 
Asian governments (Indonesia in particular) remained suspicious of the Chinese 
government. 

ASEAN no doubt shared with Australia the global sense of insecurity 
which developed during 1980, following events in Afghanistan, Iran/Iraq, 
and Poland. Intense Sino-Soviet rivalry for influence in South East Asia, 
the prolonged Vietnamese occupation of Kampuchea, and the Vietnamese incursion 
into Thai territory in June 1979, had all heightened the level of concern 
about regional security and the balance of power in the area. These common 
concerns were loudly expressed at the ASEAN-Australian Forums both in Jakarta 
1980, and in Canberra 1981. At the same time, however, (and this is where 
Canberra's policies have been critici sed) ASEAN was anxious to avoid further 
polarization in the region and to reach a mutually acceptable accommodation 
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with Vietnam (AFAD 1980: 18). It was therefore a matter of concern to the 
critics that Australia, while harshly condemning Vietnam's invasion of 
Kampuchea, was relatively quiet on China's attack on Vietnam. The cancel
lation of aid to Vietnam was a gesture of strong condemnation which, according 
to Viviani, went too far. In her view, a balanced policy was the most 
appropriate for Australia, and this meant eschewing confrontation postures 
(Viviani 1980: 51). 

Here Australia faced a dilemma. Australia's de-rec~gnition of Pol Pot's 
Kampuchea (Cambodia) in the UN General Assembly would have gone some way 
toward accommodating Vietnam. Contrary to its declared position, however, 
ASEAN, especially Thailand and Singapore, was apparently upset by the 
decision. Pursuing a balanced policy always looks deceptively easy on paper; 
it can be easily construed as indifference, in which case it becomes as 
controversial as paternalism. The most realistic policy would be to clearly 
identify one's interests and be unequivocal about with whom those interests 
lie. There is no ~ priori reason to assume that such a frank approach will 
entail hostility and/or confrontation. Australia's successful participation 
in the Indonesian-Malaysian confrontation in the 1960s may provide a useful 
case study here. The conditions differ no doubt but that event, nevertheless, 
demonstrated the possibilities of an approach which is understanding and 
yet firm. 

Explaining a controversial position is always difficult, and it may 
be too naive to suggest that Canberra may have its cake and 'ea~. it too. 
A very good case in point is the policy initiative on Indochina spearheaded 
by the Hawke government. Early in 1984, the Australian Prime Minister put 
his government's position on Kampuchea in the following manner 

There probably isn't any other country in the world which has 
relations with all the main players as Australia. Relations with 
ASEAN are good; no country has better relations with China; we 
have very strong better than ever- relations with the US. And 
we have a capacity to talk and be listened to by Vietnam. In 
the resolution of conflict it is important to have a body or 
country which can talk to all players. We don't mean we are 
going to resolve the situation but we may be able to get dialogue 
faster than it might otherwise happen (FEER 19 January, 1984: 
80). -

Basically, Canberra wanted to establish dialogue between Hanoi and all 
the other players with the aim of quickly bringing about a peaceful solution. 
China and some ASEAN countries , notably Singapore and Thailand, were not 
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so willing and insisted that Vietnam must withdraw all its troops from 
Kampuchea immediately before any discussion could take place. This was too 
uncompromising for Canberra who urged that Hanoi should be given some room 
for manoeuvre. In the opinion of Mr Hawke's government, what it was attempt~ 
ing to do w~s decisive, positive and sympathetic to everyone concerned. 
Unfortunately, some ASEAN neighbours did not see things exactly the same 
way, and they interpreted Australia's attempts to talk to all players as 
meaning that it was looking for new friends in Vietnam and not cultivating 
old friends in ASEAN. Singapore's Foreign Minister, Mr S. Ohananbalan, for 
example, was reported to have said that Australia was "trying to bend over 
backwards to please Vietnam, thinking thereby that Australia will have a 
role to play" (FEER 24 November, 1983: 34). 

Recent events could be cited .by Singapore and Thailand to substantiate 
their views. They remember, for instance, that one of Mr Hawke's election 
promises was to resume civil aid to Vietnam. ASEAN and China had of course 
made known their wishes that Canberra should not resume civil aid to Vietnam 
until the 150,000 or so Vietnamese troops in Kampuchea are withdrawn. Lucki~ 

Hanoi, probably aware of the delicate dilemma faced by the Hawke government, 
did not push for the renewal of Australia's civil aid programme. In the 
end, Mr Hawke was able to say that any decision to give civil aid to Vietnam 
was conditional on the withdrawal of its troops from Kampuchea (FEER 1 
December, 1983: 17). 

Mr Hayden has already paid a visit to Hanoi and his Vietnamese counter
part returned the honour by visiting Australia early in 1984. Hayden's visit 
would have gone without causing resentment amongst ASEAN leaders except for 
the fact that, before he left for Hanoi in June 1983, he did tell a Bangkok 
meeting with the five ASEAN foreign ministers that with respect to the 
Kampuchean issue, time was on Vietnam's side rather than ASEAN's (FEER 27 
October, 1983: 33). 

Then in October 1983, the Australian government for the first time 
refused to co-sponsor ASEAN's resolution calling for a withdrawal of foreign 
troops (Vietnamese) from Kampuchea, and for self-determination for the 
Kampuchean people. It is common knowledge that one of Australia's major 
concerns in Kampuchea is to prevent the taking over of power by the O~atie 
Kampuchea Coalition (OKC) which is made up of the Khamer People's National 
Liberation Front, the Kampuchean Prince Norodom Sihanouk, and the much more 
powerful Khamer Rouge which Canberra absolutely loathes. Clearly, therefore, 
Mr Hawke could not co-sponsor ASEAN's resolution because it referred to back
wg for the OKC to replace the Vietnamese-established regime in Kampuchea. 
T a Singaporean and Thailand leaders, however, Australia's decision at the 
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UN was proof of Canberra's insensitivity to, and disregard for, their security 
anxi ety over Vietnam, as well as their preference for the DKC over a 
Vietnamese regime in Kampuchea. 

Singapore and Thailand's foreign ministers, Mr D hanabalan and 
Mr Savetsila both accused Mr Hawke's government of being pro-Vietnamese and 
i mmedi ately sought assurance that firstly, Australia would not give aid or 
sympathy to Vietnam until the latter withdrew from Kampuchea. Secondly, 
Australia should stop the public denigration of the DKC. Mr Hayden, in 
response, criticised such attempts to dictate Canberra's foreign policy 
(~ 27 October 1 983: 32; 24 November, 1 983: 34; 1 December, 1 983: 1 6 ) • 

All of these combined, resulted in the first majcr strain in the relationship 
between Australia and ASEAN (or some members of ASEAN) since Mr Hawke's 
government took office. 

Wha t is perplexing for Canberra is the obvious divergence in the views 
of ASEAN governments on the extent to which Vietnam should be accorrrnodated. 
The hardliner s like Singapore and Thailand want no or very limited dialogue 
with Hanoi until it withdraws all its troops from Kampuchea. The l e:ss
alarmed, like Indonesia, tend to share Australia's views on the need for 
patient diplomacy to bring about a solution mutually acceptable to all players 
including Vietnam. In fact, Indonesia has been encour aging Canberra to play 
the peacemaker in Indochina. 

Given this, and many other differences in the way each ASEAN government 
views the Kampuchean problem and Australia's role in it, perhaps Canberra 
should be more gentle in Its efforts for irrrnediate dialogue with Hanoi, l est 
it alienat es s ome of its ASEAN friends. The sensitive but uncertain 
atmosphere prevailing in Indochina at the moment tends to militate against
a conspicuous role played by an extra-regional actor, especially when it 
is not welcomed by all the regional players themselves. It is an entirely 
different matter of course if Canberra believes, as it says it does, that 
it was in the best interest of Australia and everbody else for her to maintain 
present policy momentum . 

Canberra 's f ailure at the moment to make her position full v understocd 
and appr eciat ed by all its ASEAN neighbours underscores some fundamental 
factors which no one should ignore. Firstly, the Vietnam-Kampuchea crisis 
touches the security of nearby ASEAN countries so closely that a properly 
neutral pol icy, like that of Australia's, is often perceived as being 
partisan. Secondly, where differences of opinion exist in ASEAN, extra
regional players, most of all the ones who desire close affiliation with 
that r egion, should not exploit such a situation. There may be some short-
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term attraction in a divide-and-rule tactic with regards to ASEAN's position 
over Indochina at the moment, but as past experience shows, ASEAN leaders 
are acutely sensitive to that. 

Thirdly, ASEAN countries must never be taken for granted; their ieaders 
have always made this clear but it is surprising how many officials in 
Australia and elsewhere still do. It is true that Mr Hayden denies ever 
underestimating the difficulties of playing his role in Indochina (Hayden 
1983: 586), but in their haste to bring about a quick settlement over 
Kampuchea, the Foreign Minister and his Prime Minister may have taken all 
of ASEAN for granted. In fact, given the very strong public reactions from 
Singapore and Thailand, it is certain that they did. Finally, ASEAN leaders 
have a reputation for being blunt, even to their friends, when they feel 
an important regional security issue, or any other issue is being jeopardised. 
There is no doubt that the current friction between Australia and some ASEAN 
members eventually will be ironed out, but the Australian leaders have had 
their first taste of ASEAN's 'robustness', marking perhaps the end of their 
honeymoon in that part of the region. 

IMMIGRATION AND REFUGEES 

The Australian immigration policy has been a constant thorn in relations 
with Asia although the controversial 'White Australian' policy, which 
discriminated against Asians, was evidently on the way out by the 1970s. 
Since then, the immigration "restrictions have been relaxed gradually, and 
have had a considerable impact on South East Asia, becoming, on balance, 
one of the more well-regarded Australian initiatives in the region. 

Likewise, the refugees policy has been one of the positive factors in 
Australia's Asian relations. While the numbers of Asian refugees taken and 
the methods of selection may be questionable, the previous and present 
Australian governments have responded to the problem of refugees in Asia 
with sympathy and cooperation. Frank Frost, an expert on Australia-Asian 
affairs rightly noted that 
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The present government of Canberra has continued in this positive mode 
and has already made important changes in immigration which should be of 
interest to ASEAN. In putting his government's immigration package to 
Parliament in May 1983, the Minister for Immigration and Ethnic Affairs, 

Mr Stewart West, said 

The Labor Government's policy will be to steer a middle course, 
rejecting demands for massive reduction in intake and at the same 
time preventing major increases until the Government's economic 
policies stimulate recovery (AFAR May 1983: 182). 

In reality, however, · the Hawke government has gradually reduced the number 
of allowable immigrants. For 1982 to 1983, for example, the original estimate 
of between 115,000 and 120,000 was revised downwards to between 90,000 and 
95,000. Mr West also announced in parliament that there would be a ceiling 
of 80,000 to 90,000 visaed immigrants for 1983 to 1984, with no growth 
proposed for the triennium unless economic conditions improve sufficiently 

(~.). 

This should be of some concern to the many Asians awaiting visas and 
permits to migrate to Australia. After examining the emphases in the Labor 
government's immigration policy, tuau:Jever, it becomes obvious that Asians, 
more than any other people coulrl benefit from it. For example, within the 
proposed ceiling for 1983 to 1984, the emphasis is on refugees, and on the 
reunion of close family members of Australian citizens and permanent 
residents . The emphasis on family reunion, indeed, would seem to be for 
the benefit of Asians and Europeans since they are the mo~t numerous of 
immigrant s , the most established, and the most able to sponsor family members 
who want to emigrate. 

The present refugees policy of the Australian government also favours 
the Asian region. Of the 16, DOD assisted intake for 1982 to 1983, for 
example , about 12,200 were expected from Indochina, 3,500 from Eastern Europe, 
100 from Central and South Amer ica , and 200 from other regions. The Immigra
tion Minister has stated that it was unacceptable that only 100 were from 
Central and South America, and that his government was going to diversify 
refugee sources (ibid.). Given Canberra' s present preoccupation with Indo
china , the proximity of South East Asia to Australia and the increasing inter
dependence whic~ comes with that, it is unlikely that any shift in the exist
ing refugees ' policy will be made at the expense of the Asians. More likely, 
increases to total refugee intake could be effected to accommodate such 
a diversification. Viewed from a non-Asian perspective, therefore, 
Australia ' s immigration and refugees policies at the moment should continue 
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to be a .. positive factor in the relationship between Australia and ASEAN. 

There still is ·a residue of racialism in Australia which now and then 
emerges to complicate matters. This emerged recently when a well-known 
Australian historian, G. Blainey, suggested that Asians were becoming a 
favoured group in Australia's immigration programme. The ensuing debate 
was characterised by Australians' fears of jobs and other economic oppor
tunities being taken away from them. The debate also demonstrated that there 
remains not only a racist streak in a few Australians, but a widespread 
ignorance of Asian societies, histories and cultures as well. But Australia 
has come a long way since the heyday of the 'White Australian' policy and 
the governments in Canberra must be given a lot of the credit for encouraging 
Asian studies and cultural exchanges, and for changes to the immigration 
and refugees policies. Needless to say, such efforts must be reciprocated 
by the ASEAN governments as ignorance of Australian interests and peculiar
ities is also widespread within the Asia-Pacific region. 

CONCLUSION 

There is no gainsaying the relevance of ASEAN to Australia, and vice
versa. Wh'at is uncertain is the correct way of maximising the benefits of 
the resulting and existing relationship without too much controversy. As 
is apparent from the discussion, a number of 
result of Fraser's leadership style. These are 
in Canberra's rhetoric and actions. This 
Australia and ASEAN in the past, especially as 
tations on the part of Asians. 

the problems are largely a 
reflected in inconsistencies 
strained relations between 
it led to frustrated expec-

This is not to say that Canberra should identify good relations with 
deference and concession, as some 
occasionally suggest. After all, 

sections of the Australian community 
ASEAN is only one, albeit an important 

one, of the elements in the. Asia-Pacific region, which Canberra has to deal 
with. Appeasement and/or favouritism not only preclude the basis for a 
firm and realistic relationship, they also expose one side to further 
pressures and arm- twisting tactics by the other. 

More to the point, if one accepts the primacy of national interests, 
which is, for better or for worse, the quintessence of any honest foreign 
policy, then Canberra should not. feel obliged to concede ASEAN' s (or any 
other nation's) demands, if they run counter to its perceived interests . 
If need be, and if in Australia's national interests, then Canberra must 
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never hesitate to act independently of ASEAN's wishes and demands. The Asians 
are not entitled to a livelihood from anyone but themselves, and their 
continuing receipt of assistance from Australia must only be expected on 
the basis of their relevance to the interests of that country. 

But from an ASEAN perspective, this is exactly the point. Australian 
interests are so tied in with Asia-Pacific that it would never pay to alienate 
groups such as ASEAN. Furthermore, making independent and rational decisions 
without occasioning negative repercussions, as the present Australian govern
ment found out with regards to its Indochina initiatives, is much easier 
said than done. Perceptions may be so varied that an approach which is 
perfectly rational in the eyes of Australian leaders could be totally 
irrational from the viewpoint of ASEAN. It then becomes more than a matter 
of style, as the difficulty in achieving the correct approach reflects the 
many complexes, dynamics and dilemmas which characterise such an intimate 
relationship. 

On a more hopeful note, however, Canberra in the past has demonstrated 
the ability to make difficult decisions understood and appreciated by affected 
neighbours without incurring irreparable damage. That does not guarantee 
anything, but there is already a large measure of understanding, in ASEAN 
official circles, for the problems faced by Australian governments at home 
and abroad. It remains for Canberra to capitalise on this by employing 
friendly but firm tactics, as well as more credible rhetoric. 

NOTES 

Formed in 1967 with the expressed purpose of promoting economic co
operation and common trade interests, ASEAN, which comprises Malaysia, 
Philippines, Thailand, Singapore, Indonesia, and recently joined by 
Brunei, has since become an important economic and political "group 
in Asia-Pacific and the world. 

2 See, for example, Mackie, J. 19BO: 121, and the Australian Senate 
Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs and Defence (SSCFAD) 1979: 1943. 

3 For an excellent surrmary of some of the problems , see Remenyi, J. V. 
19B4: 9-15. 
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