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Asialink 
 
Uniquely Australian and with over 30 years of experience, Asialink is Australia’s leading 
centre for creative engagement with the Indo-Pacific. With expertise in Asian contexts – 
including language and time spent working in-country – combined with strong backgrounds 
in advisory, training and facilitation, we deliver world class programs across sectors that 
target all corners of Australian society. 
  
Asialink works across four key program areas: 
 

Asialink Arts: Elevating the agency of the creative sectors through increased creative 
competencies and exchanges, enhancing Australia’s soft power. 
 
Asialink Business: Creating an Asia capable workforce through events, capacity 
building programs and advisory services; strengthening market engagement. 
 
Asialink Diplomacy: Stimulating high quality discussion and building mutual 
understanding through dialogues, increasing Australia’s regional influence. 
 
Asia Education Foundation: Connecting school communities to build global 
competence and deepen knowledge, empowering Australia’s future leaders. 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Contact details 
 
Martine Letts 
Asialink Group CEO 
Level 4, Sidney Myer Asia Centre 
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Summary of recommendations 
 
Understanding Asia 

1. Invest in training to support pre-service teachers and in-service teachers to deliver 
the Australian Curriculum’s cross-cutting Asia priority effectively. 

2. Track Asian studies and Asian language instruction in schools at all year levels. 
3. Invest in learning programs and knowledge sharing which equip businesses, 

institutions and individuals with the skills and knowledge to pursue opportunities in 
Asia and the Pacific. 

4. Support reports and tailored advice to help Australian businesses and individuals 
identify Asia opportunities, deepening knowledge of the opportunities and 
challenges of doing business in and with Asia. 

5. Map, track and utilise Asia-capability in diaspora communities, Australians abroad 
and returning Australians as a national asset. 

6. Rebuild world leading Asia expertise in our universities. 
 
Connecting with Asia 

7. Diversify and increase the number of physical and virtual exchange programs to 
build personal and professional connections between Australia and Asia, and 
facilitate greater collaboration and co-production.  

8. Facilitate regular high-level Track 2 dialogues across all sectors between Australia 
and our Asian partners, with a focus on bringing new voices into the room. 

9. Provide secretariat and operational support to existing and future Australia-Asia 
young leaders dialogues, including support for ongoing alumni activities and cross-
collaboration across the dialogues. 

 
Influencing Asia 

10. Reimagine public and cultural diplomacy and restore funding to 2011-12 levels 
($44 million, adjusted for inflation). 

11. Prioritise through arts funding and the creative industries a deepening of cross-
cultural understanding through Asian and Australian stories and truth-telling. 

12. Provide pre-departure cultural training for athletes preparing to compete in Asian 
countries. 

13. Invest in improving the quality of public conversation on Asia in Australian media 
through media training for Asia-focused academics and support for a wider range of 
Asia stories. 

14. Link start-up ecosystems to build influence in Southeast Asia, including through a 
Venture Capital fund, accelerator program and new innovation landing pads in 
Vietnam and Indonesia. 

15. Make the Green Economy a centrepiece of Australia’s engagement with Southeast 
Asia.  
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Introduction 
 

“I think it matters that Australia speaks to Southeast Asia in a way that recognises 
that we are part of this region and that our futures are shared. These are challenging 
times in the world, we’re all seeking to navigate these challenging times and we do it 
best when we do it together.”  

– Penny Wong, Minister for Foreign Affairs, June 2022 
 
Asia is our part of the world. We share geography, trade and people. We also share a future 
grappling with a changing world order, an increasingly contested region, a weaker global 
economy, climate emergencies and the shattering impact of COVID-19. Australia’s position 
in and on Asia has become more contested as geopolitical tensions have risen. Asia itself is 
more diverse in the alignments and commitments of its component countries. All of this 
requires a more sophisticated and culturally aware Australia to find its way in our region. 
 
The case for an Australian focus on Asia understanding and skills is more compelling now 
than ever before. Nearly one in five Australians has Asian ancestry. Our Asian trading 
partners are becoming increasingly essential to Australia’s economy as they continue to 
grow in size, affluence and purchasing power. Industrialisation, urbanisation, trade 
liberalisation and digital innovation are shifting the demands from Asian markets. And the 
appetite for clean and green produce, quality education services, healthcare and clean 
energy transition plays to many of Australia’s current and emerging strengths. 
 
We need the skills to work together with our region to develop thriving economies and 
resolve the big issues of our times like climate change, conflict and health security. 
Australian security in the region will be strengthened by becoming a trusted partner 
through regional economic and community investment to complement the significant 
security investments government is already planning for. 
 
To build stronger relationships with our Asian partners and make the most of the 
opportunities of a growing region, we need to: 

1. revitalise efforts to understand Asia and build sustained Asia literacy and 
competence in Australia;  

2. facilitate greater contact and connections between Australia and Asia; and  
3. focus our efforts on areas which build trust, influence and understanding.  

 
To do this, Australia needs a whole-of-nation effort. It is not enough for engagement with 
our region to be led by internationally focused government agencies like DFAT and 
Austrade. Asian engagement priorities need to inform policy and funding across multiple 
portfolios including Industry, Education, Treasury, Arts, Sport, Climate and Energy. Effective 
engagement will require leveraging and investing in multiple strands of effort, including the 
work of existing Asia-engaged institutions and individuals who can access networks or 
communities beyond the government’s reach. It will also require dedicated resources and 
cannot be achieved within business-as-usual approaches or existing funding. 
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Understanding Asia 
 

“…it is largely education that was the foundation on which our countries – and our 
peoples - have built mutual respect and understanding. And it is education that is so 
central to how we build a shared future with shared experiences.”  

– Penny Wong, Kuala Lumpur, June 2022 
 
Asia literacy goes beyond language, it requires cultural competence. To build an Asia-
capable Australia, we need programs which target all sectors of society and stages of life, 
from kindergarten all the way to the board room.  
 
Recommendation 1: Invest in training to support pre-service teachers and in-service 
teachers to deliver the Australian Curriculum’s cross-cutting Asia priority effectively. 
 
To create the shared, prosperous and peaceful future we want, every young Australian 
needs the capability to communicate and collaborate with our neighbours. This foundation 
must be laid in schools. We can’t afford to wait until university - or leave it up to chance. As 
a result of a commitment by Australia’s Education Ministers in 2008, the Australian 
Curriculum already includes Asian studies and languages as core curriculum in every school 
for every student. Asia literacy is not another add-on to a crowded curriculum. But teachers 
need adequate training and materials to help them incorporate Asia-focused content into 
their lessons. From Asian language classes and materials, to something as simple as using 
Indonesia’s Mt Merapi as the volcano case study in geography rather than Italy’s Mt Etna. 
 
Recommendation 2: Track Asian studies and Asian language instruction in schools at all 
year levels. 
 
There has been no national investment since 2012 to build studies of Asia and Asian 
languages in Australian schools. We do not know how many Australian teachers are 
teaching the cross-cutting Asia priority, nor how many students are studying an Asian 
language because there is no national data beyond year 12 results. We recommend 
conducting a baseline study and building a national database on Asia literacy in schools to 
ensure ongoing tracking of the study of Asia and Asian languages in Australian schools. 
 
Recommendation 3: Invest in learning programs and knowledge sharing which equip 
businesses, institutions and individuals with the skills and knowledge to pursue 
opportunities in Asia and the Pacific. 
& 
Recommendation 4: Support reports and tailored advice to help Australian businesses and 
individuals identify Asia opportunities, deepening knowledge of the opportunities and 
challenges of doing business in and with Asia. 
 
With trade diversification as an economic imperative, there is an urgent need for Australian 
enterprises to advance their interests in Asia or risk missing out, with our competitors in the 
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region characterising Australia as a partner of limited economic consequence. The level of 
awareness and understanding by Australian industry of how to do business in Asia remains 
below what’s required to match the scale of the task at hand. Investing in the capability of 
Australian organisations and their people to successfully pursue economic partnerships 
remains of critical importance in building our shared future with the region. 
 
Learning programs such as the Asialink Leaders Program, Asialink Business’ Digital Economy 
Academy, and reports like “Winning in Asia” and “Risk and Reward: Opportunities for 
Australian SMEs in China” provide focused, practical support for businesses and individuals 
seeking to understand and enter Asian markets. There is significant opportunity and 
demand to expand these offerings. And we should develop new offerings and programs 
targeting key sectors, such as skills development bootcamps for creative industries 
professionals, investment-focused reports and Green Economy Academy programs. 
 
Recommendation 5: Map, track and utilise Asia-capability in diaspora communities, 
Australians abroad and returning Australians as a national asset. 
 
Australia has a cohort of extremely capable individuals who can combine an Australian 
perspective with an Asian perspective, based on their lived experience. These individuals, 
including returned expatriates and Asian-Australians, can help government, business and 
civil society to better execute our Indo-Pacific agenda and to improve Australian 
participation in Asian markets. However, currently, there is no complete knowledge of who 
these people are, their expertise, or how they can contribute to Australia’s efforts in the 
region. Asialink recommends undertaking a project to define, map and track Australia’s Asia 
capability, to enable better utilisation of these national assets.  
 
Recommendation 6: Rebuild world-leading Asia expertise in our universities. 
 
Australian universities are losing Asia expertise at the very moment that we should be 
investing in this capability. Asian language programs have been scrapped at universities 
across the country, including major Indonesian, Chinese and Japanese courses, and only one 
university (ANU) offers any Southeast Asian language majors beyond Indonesian. A shift 
away from humanities in ARC grants means funding for Asia-related research has not kept 
pace with the growth of the university sector as a whole. And the move away from an area 
studies approach to a mainstreaming approach means a focus on thematic expertise over 
deep cultural expertise. The Asian Studies Association of Australia recently released 
“Australia’s Asia Education Imperative”, a comprehensive report on the challenges facing 
the sector, and Asialink supports the report’s recommendations to government as the best 
path to rebuild Australian universities’ Asia expertise. 
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Connecting with Asia 
 
High quality engagement and connections are vital to building the sorts of relationships 
which guarantee our security and prosperity in the region. Australia needs programs which 
build sustained connections, engagement and relationships and deliver long term benefits. 
 
Recommendation 7: Diversify and increase the number of physical and virtual exchange 
programs to build personal and professional connections between Australia and Asia, and 
facilitate greater collaboration and co-production. 
 
Exchange and interaction are the foundation for building understanding and lasting 
connections. The Government’s flagship New Colombo Plan and Australia Awards schemes 
exemplify this, creating strong university-to-university and education links between 
Australia and our region. We recommend maintaining those investments and seeking to 
invest in an expanded range of exchange programs which would link together key sectors 
and communities and build sustained connections.  
 
Across our pillars of arts, business, diplomacy and education, Asialink runs a diverse range of 
physical and virtual exchange programs, including artist residencies, the Regional//Regional 
program linking regional arts festival directors, the VETConnect and BRIDGE programs 
connecting students and teachers across 23 countries in the Asia-Pacific, and the Asialink 
Leaders Program which now includes a virtual option allowing participants from the region 
to join the cohort. Leadership programs focused on international students here in Australia 
would also deliver similar benefits by connecting high-potential students from the region 
with local counterparts and build their engagement with Australian systems and contacts. 
 
Recommendation 8: Facilitate regular high-level Track 2 dialogues across all sectors 
between Australia and our Asian partners, with a focus on bringing new voices into the 
room. 
 
Track 2 (and 1.5) dialogues – like Asialink’s ‘Conversations’ series which has been running 
since 2002 – create space for building new connections, identifying opportunities for 
collaboration and exploring emerging issues. We recommend the Government invest in 
supporting regular dialogues with key countries in our region, bringing together leaders and 
experts from Australia and the region in a variety of fields.  These dialogues can be used to 
develop practical sets of concepts and recommendations on how to drive closer 
cooperation, support the implementation of national engagement strategies and increase 
the level of daily interaction between Australia and our partners. The dialogues should seek 
to include new and emerging voices from diverse backgrounds to broaden and enrich the 
perspectives shared through these forums. 
 
Recommendation 9: Provide secretariat and operational support to existing and future 
Asia-Australia young leaders dialogues, including support for ongoing alumni activities 
and cross-collaboration across the dialogues. 
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Over the last decade there has been a proliferation of Asia-Australia youth dialogues and 
other youth-focused private diplomacy initiatives which provide real value in building long-
lasting relationships and creating avenues for dialogue. Asialink recommends working with 
the dialogues’ leadership teams to identify where centralised secretariat or operational 
support could streamline the organisational burden and foster collaboration across the 
dialogues. Financial and in-kind support for ongoing alumni activities and outreach would 
also maximise the return on investment, fostering longer-term engagement and further 
opportunities to build ties through work, study and other connections. 
 

Influencing Asia 
 
Australia should be a trusted and influential partner of choice for our neighbours. We can 
maximise the potential gains for Australian influence in the region by targeting sectors that 
match Australian expertise to partners’ economic priorities, such as green economy, and 
digital/innovation. Deeper investment in key sectors such as creative industries, cultural 
diplomacy, sport and media would also build cultural understanding and connections 
between Australia and Asia, delivering lasting dividends and impact beyond those sectors. 
 
Recommendation 10: Reimagine public and cultural diplomacy and restore funding to 
2011-12 levels ($44 million, adjusted for inflation). 
 
Public diplomacy and cultural diplomacy programs project an image of Australia to the 
region that is modern, diverse, innovative, and builds positive connections with our 
neighbours. However, funding allocations for this vital work have been hollowed out for 
years, with the $9.8 million spent in 2019-20 just one-third of what was allocated a decade 
earlier. Asialink welcomes the planned increase in DFAT’s public diplomacy funding to 
$33.8 million in 2023-24. We encourage the Government to further prioritise funding for 
this work, given the broad-based impact public diplomacy programs achieve through 
fostering mutual understanding and building lasting relationships. We recommend restoring 
funding levels equivalent to the program’s expenditure in 2011-12, adjusted for inflation.  
 
Recommendation 11: Prioritise through arts funding and the creative industries a 
deepening of cross-cultural understanding through Asian and Australian stories and truth-
telling. 
 

“The Arts are central to our culture, and it is through the arts that we build our 
identity as a nation and as a people.” – Anthony Albanese, Woodford, Dec 2022 

 
Arts is a bridge between cultures, and prioritising an Asia engagement focus in arts funding 
decisions would provide a significant return on investment. Creative industries is a 
$111 billion sector, and one that delivers significant additional benefits through its ability to 
foster understanding and build positive connections between people. At the heart of this is 
coming to terms of who we are as a nation and a stronger social awareness and inclusion of 
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our unique attributes. An Asia-focused arts policy would allow Australia to share our culture 
and our identities with the region, to reset perceptions and build greater trust, 
understanding and soft power. 
 
Recommendation 12: Provide pre-departure cultural training for athletes preparing to 
compete in Asian countries. 
 
Modelled on a successful program run by the Asia New Zealand Foundation, pre-departure 
cultural training has been shown to have positive effects on athletes’ performance while 
in-country, as well as enhancing public diplomacy and sports diplomacy efforts by creating a 
cohort of ambassadors for Australia who can connect with local communities through sports 
in informed and culturally aware ways.  
 
Recommendation 13: Invest in improving the quality of public conversation on Asia in 
Australian media through media training for Asia-focused academics and support for a 
wider range of Asia stories. 
 
The tone and quality of Australian media on Asia can be limited and often framed 
negatively, with a focus on issues such as trade disputes, controversial consular cases and 
natural disasters. A higher quality and more broadly-based public conversation on Asia is 
key to building Australians’ cultural competence and fostering more positive and realistic 
relationships. Asialink recommends seeking to improve the quality and accessibility of 
informed commentators on Asia by providing media training for Asia-focused academics 
and a database of these experts to make it easy for journalists and producers to find 
relevant expertise. Given limited Australian news resources on the ground in Asia, investing 
in a small team of journalists who can identify, research and produce human interest and 
Australia-Asia engagement focused content across arts, sports, business, communities and 
other sectors would broaden the range of stories on offer for Australian media outlets and 
contribute to a more balanced picture of our place in the region. 
 
Recommendation 14: Link start-up ecosystems to build influence in Southeast Asia, 
including through a Venture Capital fund, accelerator program and new innovation 
landing pads in Vietnam and Indonesia. 
 
Southeast Asia’s start up ecosystem is growing in size and influence. In the first half of 2021 
there were 393 investments with US$4.4 billion raised, primarily from private capital. The 
region is already home to over 40 “unicorns” – start-ups with a valuation over US$1 billion. 
Asialink recommends launching a major initiative to support investment and build links 
between the Southeast Asian and Australian start-up ecosystems. The government should 
establish a venture capital (VC) fund focused on Southeast Asia, adapting the Breakthrough 
Victoria model. This could be coupled with an accelerator program that supports Australian 
start-ups to enter Southeast Asia and vice versa. And new landing pads in Indonesia and 
Vietnam would build connections with the most dynamic markets in the region. 
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Linking start-up ecosystems will do more than just generate commercial returns. Southeast 
Asian start-ups are playing an important role addressing the economic development 
challenges facing their countries. They are increasingly shifting their focus from the digital 
domain to grappling with “real world” problems around supply chains, human capital and 
environmental sustainability.  
 
Recommendation 15: Make the Green Economy a centrepiece of Australia’s engagement 
with Southeast Asia.  
 
Southeast Asian economies have made ambitious long-term emission reduction pledges and 
achieving these ambitions will require significant transformations within these rapidly 
evolving economies. Australian businesses are well placed to partner with Southeast Asia 
and supply services, equipment and technology across a range of sectors to support 
Southeast Asia’s energy transition and climate action. 
 
A Green Economy Summit would bring together thought leaders and leading players from 
Australia and Southeast Asia to exchange information and ideas, and forge deeper 
connections between business, industry and government to shape a more sustainable 
future for our region. The summit would lift the profile of Australia’s capabilities to play a 
leading role in supporting energy transition in the region.   
 
A Green Economy Academy Program would focus on a series of market and sector focused 
programs highlighting the latest trends, insights and practicalities for businesses to unlock 
economic opportunities in Southeast Asian markets. These programs would bring together 
Australian and Southeast Asian businesses to boost business capability and enhance 
collaboration to support energy transition in the region. 
 


