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Asi a- Eur ope Meeting poses chall enge to Canberra policynakers

K. C. Boey

IN a boom ng Asia, Australian engagenment in the region is easy enough to
sell to the public. The reversal in econom c fortunes today poses a
chal l enge that tests the policymakers in Canberra.

The assunptions on which policies have been based for at |east the past
decade, no | onger seem adequate. The shift in circunstances is sparking a
reassessnment froma varied range of interests, on matters extendi ng from
regional relations to domestic policy.

Not | east anong i ssues of concern is what veteran Asia watchers such as
Ri chard Wyol cott call Asia fatigue, raising public disappointnment in what
had hitherto been accepted as fashi onabl e about Asi a.

At the official level, the focus is unwavering. That | ndonesia for a
third time has cone to terns with the International Mnetary Fund on an
ai d package is testanent to Canberra's persistence in efforts to help
rebuild the econom es in Asia.

This week, an Asia specialist, Dr Ashton Calvert, takes over the running
of the foreign policy bureaucracy, as secretary of the Departnent of
Foreign Affairs and Trade. Calvert's return from Tokyo, where he had been
anbassador to Japan, affirns the Canberra focus, at a tine when efforts at
engagi ng Asi a need redoubling.

Externally, the setback in aspirations to join the Asia-Europe Meeting
has provoked fresh bouts of pique over Australia' s acceptance in Asia.
Donestical ly, doubts about hitherto accepted Asian nodels for economc
success are sparking critical reassessnment of Asian practices.

Not |east of these is industry policy, which not so | onger ago had had
Canberra policynmakers scurrying to study, to fashion strategies in
response. Five nonths ago the Governnment announced an industry strategy
that drew conparisons with approaches in Ml aysia, Singapore and Ireland
to attract jobs-generating direct foreign investnent.

Today the adviser on mgjor investnents appointed by the Governnent at
the tine, the forner corporate chief Bob Mansfield, has to step quietly in
singing the virtues of Governnment assistance for industry.

The limtations this put on Government response to the demands of
transnati onal corporations were evident when Intel's president and chi ef
executive-elect, Dr Craig Barrett, visited as part of his week-1ong tour
of the Asia-Pacific region. "You won't get anything if you don't give
somet hing away, " Barrett put it plainly to the Prime Mnister, John
Howard, and his senior mnisters when he net themto work out a financi al
package that night get Intel to consider bringing a A$6 billion (RM4. 4
billion) conputer chip factory to Australi a.

Barrett nade cl ear what Australia was up against. "If you want to put a
fab (sem conductor wafer fabrication plant) in Mlaysia, you would
probably get a 10-year tax holiday," he told The Australian Financi al
Revi ew.

But a response in kind is no |onger openly canvassed. The gl oss taken
out of Asia's economi es has cast ways Asian in negative |ight.

A parlianentary comrittee | ast week released a report critical of
econom c practices in Asia that it said failed to take into account
respect for civil and political rights. At the sane tine, the decision by
Asem neeting in London, to put on hold for another two years expansi on of
menbership to the inter-regi onal dialogue, was net wth di sappoi ntnment.

Securi ng nenbershi p of Asem has been one of the highest priorities of



Australian di pl omacy over the past few years. Oficial reaction to this
set back in London was mnuted, but commentators voiced doubts about
Australia' s acceptance in Asia.

The focus has been on the objection to Australia' s nenbership rai sed by
Prime Mnister, Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhanmad. One comment ator |inked
this to Howard's upcomng visit to Thail and. Howard next week will be in
Thai l and for four days, where on Anzac Day at the Thai - Myanmar border he
will unveil a new nmenorial conmenorating Australian prisoners of war who
di ed building the Myanmar railway during World War |1

Far fromreaffirm ng Australia' s engagenent in Asia, comentator Mark
Baker sees the visit as underlining what he terns "Australia' s historica
alienation"” fromthe region, which he says has grown sharper in the tine
Howard has cone into governnent. That Howard will be flying home directly
from Bangkok, overflying Kuala Lumpur, affirns this view, Baker asserts.

Howard and Dr Mahathir net briefly when the Mal aysian Prine M nister
st opped over in Brisbane on his way back from New Zeal and t hree weeks
after Howard cane into governnent two years ago. Since then, a Howard
visit to Mal aysia has been thwarted by what Australian officials say are
probl ens of schedul i ng.

A visit in February was cancelled at the |last minute due to
uncertainties in lraq at the tinme. Australian officials dismssed attenpts
at reading anything into Howard not working Kual a Lunpur into his Bangkok
itinerary. They have to do with mundane matters |ike public holidays, they
tell the New Straits Tinmes.

Awal Muharramfalls the day after Howard is scheduled to end his visit
t o Bangkok. Baker writes in the Mel bourne daily The Age: "While his
m nders might seek to claimotherw se, the reason is sinple: Howard is not
wel cone. "

The sane thing drives the objection to Australia' s nmenbership of Asem
says Baker, who contrasts this with the readiness to accept Australian
aid. "While countries such as Thailand and | ndonesia are happy to enli st
our billions to prop up their faltering econom es, the neighbours are
largely indifferent to our views and suspicious of our notives in seeking
a nore proactive role in regional affairs,” he says.

Baker voices a sentinment that Wolcott, a former secretary of the
Department of Foreign Affairs, would viewwith concern. He told
busi nessnen at a business lunch: "There is a danger that Australians m ght
devel op Asia fatigue and turn away in di sappoi ntment from East Asia."

This was not the tine to abandon Asia, Wolcott said. "W need to | ook
to the future, to keep our eyes on | ong-termoutcones.”

I nsiders see the pronotion of Calvert to the top job at DFAT as a sign
of the Governnent's seriousness about the region. Calvert is a career
di pl omat said to be a deep Japan expert.

He has had four career appointnments to Japan, with one i n Washi ngton.
Hs wife is Japanese, and he is regarded as perhaps the nost fluent
Japanese speaker in the departnent. He was the foreign policy adviser to
former Labour Prime M nister Paul Keating.

Greg Sheridan, foreign editor of The Australian, notes Calvert will be
the first Asian country expert to head DFAT. "DFAT's structures in the
past have favoured the generalist, traditionally fluent in French and
Spani sh and posted i n Washi ngton and London," he says.

Wth Calvert in Tokyo, DFAT had had three anbassadors at deputy
secretary rank. The others are Ric Smth in Beijing, and John McCarthy in
Jakart a.

"The fact that DFAT's three deputy secretaries are in the three senior
regional posts, and all in Asia, says a | ot about the genui neness of the
CGovernnent's regional priorities," says Sheridan of that period.



Now a fornmer Hi gh Conmi ssioner to Mal aysia, John Dauth, has been
pronoted a deputy secretary. The challenge to themis to put the focus on
Asi a back in positive |ight.
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