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About The Social Policy Group

The Social Policy Group (SPG) is a trusted partner of government, community leaders and service
providers with a proven track record of delivering impactful and responsive social policy solutions for
Australia’s communities. As a peak body for settlement, multicultural health, and multicultural
affairs, and a recognised leader in best practice and thought leadership across areas such as gender
equality, economic analysis, access to justice, and community sector capacity building. SPG plays a
pivotal role in fostering equitable social policies through facilitation, evidence-based practice, and
collaborative partnerships.

SPG is a leading national voice in social policy with deep expertise across:

Gender equality and women’s economic security

Health equity and access

Settlement and migration policy and capacity building

Justice and community safety

Artificial intelligence and digital policy

Social cohesion and multicultural affairs

Strengthening responses to and understanding of mis- and dis-information

Recommendations

1. Diversify Australia’s framing of Asia beyond the security paradigm.

2. Streamline the approach to multiculturalism and strengthen anti-racism and anti-
discrimination efforts to make Australia a truly welcoming destination and better cultivate
Asian Australians’ capability.
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Background

SPG notes that the House of Representatives Committees Standing Committee on Education is
seeking feedback on building Asia capability in Australia through the education system and beyond.
SPG recognises the need to strengthen Australia’s Asia capability.

At the Jobs and Skills Summit 2022: Lifting Australia’s Asian Literacy and Skills, the Hon Tim Watts MP
noted that the size of Asia’s total GDP is estimated to account for over 50 per cent of global GDP by
2030." The Hon Tim Watts MP stated that building Australian businesses and communities with Asian
literacy and skills will ensure Australia is part of the economic growth in Asia.?

There is no doubt that the overall growth of Asia is a reality and phenomenon in 21 century
international relations. The significance of the rise of Asia was captured in the Australia in the Asian
Century White Paper. The White Paper characterised the rise of Asia as a shift in the global centre of
gravity and Australia’s opportunity, stating that ‘the tyranny of distance is being replaced by the
prospects of proximity’.® The Asian Century White Paper was the most optimistic depiction of Asia in
recent years, as the region soon began to be seen as the ‘epicentre of strategic competition’ by
subsequent administrations instead of the region of opportunity.

Nevertheless, no matter how Asia is perceived by national politics, Australia’s proximity to the region
and its complex relations with regional countries mean its future is tied to Asia’s trajectory. Building
Asia capability in Australia is not only linked to Australia’s businesses and prosperity but also to
whether Australia can effectively engage with the region to shape it in its national interests. As
Melissa Conley Tyler reflected on the Asian Century White Paper a decade after its publication, ‘We
are still living in the Asian Century, albeit in a darker region than we imagined ten years ago. Evenin a
contested Asia, Australia should still be trying to shape its future through the things that remain in its
control’.*

As a peak body for settlement, multicultural health, and multicultural affairs, SPG represents the
needs of Australia’s diverse communities and works to ensure that communities’ needs are
represented in Government policies. SPG centres this submission on the importance of
implementing multiculturalism in modern Australia as the foundation for building Asia capability
across the life course.

Issue Statement: Australia’s Asia capability is in rapid decline while its economic and
security future is increasingly tied to Asia

Australia’s economic and security future is increasingly tied to Asia. Over the 20™ century, Asia
(especially Japan and China), has overtaken Europe to become the main region of Australia’s two-
way goods trade.® Since the 1960s, Australia’s total goods trade with Asia has increased significantly,
reaching 70.3 per centin 2016-2017.5 In 2024, four of Australia’s top five merchandise export
destinations were Asian countries, and all four of its top merchandise import sources were Asian
countries.” As Australia’s economy becomes more deeply integrated with Asia, its security and
prosperity depend on a stable regional environment.
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Southeast Asia, through ASEAN, has been identified as a key component of the Albanese
Government’s foreign policy, and Australia’s 2023 Defence Strategic Review specifically stated that
Southeast Asia ‘is one of the key areas of strategic competition in the Indo-Pacific’.t These are
sensible approaches given Australia’s evolving perceptions of its key Northeast Asian trading
partners, its geographic proximity to Southeast Asia, the uncertainty in the US under the second
Trump administration, and the growing recognition that Australia seeks security in Asia, not from
Asia.

While Asia, in particular Northeast and Southeast Asia, has become more and more important to
Australia’s national interests, Australia has experienced a substantial and rapid decline in its Asia
capability and literacy.

Since the release of the Asian Century white paper, the proportion of Australian high school students
studying Chinese, Japanese or Indonesia has dropped 25 per cent to only 3.3 per cent. While China
has dominated varies Australia’s policy debates and discourses, almost no Australians study
Chinese at all. Between 2017 and 2021, only 17 Australians completed an honours degree in Chinese
studies with a language component. Former head of Chinese studies at Macquarie University, Daniel
Kane, estimated that there were only 130 Australians with no Chinese background who could speak
Mandarin fluently in 2019. Students studying Southeast Asian languages experienced the sharpest
decline in Australia from 2,092 students in 2001 to 540 students in 2023.°

As Asia is becoming more dynamic and complex, developing Asia capability is imperative for
Australia to navigate the region and work with regional countries and partners to influence and shape
itin line with Australia’s national interests. The following recommendations aim to support the
realisation of this goal.

Recommendation 1: Diversify Australia’s framing of Asia beyond the security paradigm

Australia’s decline Asia capability and literacy, or interests in undertaking regional studies with
language components, has been partly influenced by the China-US competition and by Australia’s
framing and perception of Asia. Australia sits in a difficult position within this strategic competition,
as Chinais its largest trading partner and the US is its long-term ally.

The intensification of the China-US competition since the 2010s, coupled with changes of
government, has shaped how Australia frames Asia as a region. A very clear example was the fate of
the Asia Century white paper. After Prime Minister Tony Abbott took office, the Asia Century white
paper was quickly archived with its online version ‘laid to rest in the cyber cemetery of the National
Library of Australia’s web archive’.’® Prime Minister Scott Morrison saw Australia’s region an
‘epicentre of strategic competition’, comparing the current strategic environment to the ‘existential
threat we faced when the global and regional order collapsed in the 1930s and 1940s”.""

The deteriorated strategic environment and the securitised framing of the region may have reduced
public interest in engaging with the region. The focus on Asia through the lens of instability and
security is an overly simplified view of a rather very complex and diverse region. This simplified view
has made national security and economic resilience the priority, at the expense of linguistic
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capabilities and regional expertise.'? This response reflects Australia’s longstanding self-image as an
English-speaking country in Asia and its historical reliance on external powers for security.

Asia is an extremely diverse region that presents both opportunities and challenges.™ Each sub-
region comprises nations with distinct histories, cultures and traditions. Viewing Asia through either
an overly optimistic or a purely securitised lens obscures this complexity and undermines Australia’s
ability to pursue differentiated interests across the region. Oversimplifying Asia as either a source of
limitless opportunity or existential threat discourages public investment in language learning and
regional studies — after all, why would Australians study a region portrayed only as a threat?

The Australian Government should recognise that both prosperity and security are ties to Asia and
that the region simultaneously offer opportunities and poses challenges. A more balanced framing of
Asia that emphasises proactive engagement to manage challenges and seize opportunities is
essential to reshape public perception of Asia as Australia’s region. Cultivating a nuanced
understanding of Asia is the first step towards increasing interest in the languages and cultures of
Australia’s neighbours and key partners.

Recommendation 2: Streamline the approach to multiculturalism and strengthen anti-
racism and discrimination efforts to make Australia a truly welcoming destination and
to better cultivate Asian Australians’ capability

While Australia’s framing of Asia shapes its external engagement, its domestic multicultural and anti-
racism policies determine how it is perceived by Asian partners and how effectively it can harness the
strengths of Asian Australians and build Asia capability across the life course. As the region becomes
more complex, Australia’s economic, diplomatic, strategic and cultural relationships with Asia will
continue to evolve. Implementing multiculturalism beyond the celebration of diversity will help
strengthen, diversify, and deepen Australia’s relations with the region while cultivating the capability
of Australia’s diverse population.

Australia is one of the most multicultural countries in the world, and Asian Australians are a
significant part of that multicultural identity. According to the 2021 Census, 17.4 per cent of the total
Australian population have Asian heritage.

While multiculturalism has been implemented in Australia for five decades, issues remain that
prevent the realisation of the full benefits multiculturalism in modern Australia. Of particular
relevance to this inquiry is the persistent racism and discrimination experienced by Asian
Australians. During COVID-19, Asian Australians experienced heightened racism fuelled by mis- and
disinformation and existing racial prejudice.' As a result, many in the targeted Asian communities
experienced diminished social, physical and emotional wellbeing. Their sense of safety declined and
their opportunities to engage in education and employment were reduced. In recent months,
people of Indian heritage have again been targeted, with migrants from non-European countries
scapegoated for social issues such as housing and social cohesion, despite evidence disproving
such claims.®
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Persistent racism has profound consequences. Internationally, it can damage Australia’s
internationalimage as a welcoming and tolerant country, potentially harming economic and cultural
exchanges and foreign relations with regional countries. For example, violent assaults and robberies
targeting Indian students between 2008 and 2010 strained Australia-India relations, triggered
protests, and harmed Australia’s international education sector.’” Domestically, structural barriers
continue to limit Asian Australians’ access to employment opportunities. For example, studies show
that applicants with Anglo-Saxon names are a lot more likely to be invited for interviews than those
with names of other origins.' Asian Australians represent a key component of Australia’s sovereign
Asia capability, and barriers to their participation constrain the nation’s overall Asia literacy.

Since the introduction of multiculturalism in the 1970s, successive governments have upheld it with
varying degrees of commitment. Nevertheless, anti-discrimination and the removal of barriers for
participation have remained consistent pillars in varies iterations of multiculturalism.' Since the
1990s, the economic dimension in multiculturalism has expanded to emphasis not only inclusion but
also the utilisation of Australia’s multilingual and multicultural workforce to enhance innovation,
competitiveness, and global economic engagement.?® The current government again highlights the
need to enhance social and economic inclusion by removing barriers and expanding opportunities,
particularly in skills and employment, in light of persistent systemic inequities faced by Australians
from non-Anglo-Saxon backgrounds.?'

To remove barriers and reject racism, Australia must proactively implement multiculturalism to move
beyond the symbolic celebration of diversity to the genuine utilisation of all Australians’ skills. This
includes strengthening anti-racism and anti-discrimination initiatives, policies and legislations to
ensure equitable access to opportunities and employment. To date, Australia has not had a unified
national approach to tackle racism.? With the development of the National Anti-Racism Framework
by the Australian Human Rights Commission in 2024 and the appointment of the Hon Dr Anne Aly MP
as Australia’s first cabinet-level standalone Minister for Multicultural Affairs, the Australian
Government has the opportunity to streamline its approach to multiculturalism and consolidate anti-
racism efforts as the foundation for building Asia capability across the life course.

Closing remarks

Asia capability cannot be separated from Australia’s social fabric. By embedding a balanced framing
of Asia, streamline the approach to multiculturalism and strengthen anti-racism and anti-
discrimination efforts, Australia can project a welcoming image in our region and truly cultivate the
benefits of our multilingual and multicultural population. Developing Asia capability is not a choice
but a necessity to ensure that Australia’s prosperity and security are shaped and safeguarded by
Australians in the world’s fastest developing and most dynamic region.
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