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particularly when juxtaposed against President Bush‘s uncompromising declarations 

about war and terror.
66

 

Kurlantzick, an American journalist, juxtaposes the parliamentary and community 

responses to President Bush and President Hu‘s addresses in October 2003 to develop 

his argument about the way China‘s soft power has improved its public image: 

Protected by an enormous security cocoon, Bush planned to address the Australian 

Parliament. Bush could barely get rolling on his speech—in which he planned to tell 

the story of how American and Australian World War II troops together saved 

Australia from Japanese invasion—before Australian senators began heckling him. 

Two senators from Australia‘s Green Party yelled at Bush, screaming that America 

should follow international law and stop human rights abuses like those at the US 

prison compound at Guantánamo Bay … (Bush quipped) ‗I love free speech‘ as 

police pushed the senator-hecklers out of the chamber.    

Only days later, Australia offered Chinese president [sic] Hu Jintao a vastly different 

welcome … Hu toured Australia like a hero … Even Australian Tibet campaigners, 

normally angry about China‘s treatment of Tibetans, went out of their way to be 

polite to Hu. One Tibetan group purchased a full-page advertisement in a leading 

Australian newspaper telling Hu, we welcome you to Australia and wish you a 

successful and pleasant visit …
67

 

In comparing the reception of the two presidents, Kurlantzick overstates the 

differences—almost to the point of misrepresentation. Kurlantzick‘s analysis, which 

does not include any consideration of the welcoming remarks by Prime Minister 

Howard, also contains numerous interpretative and factual errors. In the above extract, 

Kurlantzick claims that the two Greens Senators were pushed from the chamber by 

police. As explained earlier, the Senators defied the orders of the Speaker of the House 

of Representatives and refused to leave the Chamber—police are not permitted to enter 

the chambers of the Australian Parliament. Significantly, the Bush and Hu addresses 

were sequenced to occur on consecutive days—not as Kurlantzick claims, days apart. 

The toadying ‗Tibet campaigners‘ Kurlantzick refers to are, in actual fact, the Australia 

Tibet Council—who produced an advertisement that lobbied for dialogue between Hu 

Jintao and the Dalai Lama and which, as we have seen, included several hundred 

signatures, including those of a number of federal parliamentarians.
68

 In his attempt to 

                                                 
66. See for example, Paul Kelly, ‗Power at Stake‘, Weekend Australian, 25–26 October 

2003, Inquirer, p. 17. 

67. Joshua Kurlantzick, op. cit., pp. 2–3. 

68. Kurlantzick also stretches the results of the Lowy Institute poll to claim that 69% of 

Australians (rather than respondents) viewed China positively.  
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expose the transformation that has taken place in the way Australia understands China, 

Kurlantzick also suggests that as recently as the 1980s, China was a ‗pariah‘ in 

Australia, ‗Australia‘s responses to the Bush and Hu visits reflected shifts in Australian 

public opinion. Only twenty years ago, Australia viewed China as coldly as it greeted 

American [sic] warmly‘—a statement clearly at odds with the description of the Hawke 

Government‘s China policy in Chapter Two.
69

 Finally, while continuing to be cavalier 

about political events ‗Down Under‘, Kurlantzick goes on to overstate the closeness of 

Australian politicians to China by suggesting booming Chinese markets have seen 

Australian politicians ‗back away from ANZUS‘.
70

 

It is likely that Howard would respond to Kurlantzick by suggesting that he needs to 

stop seeing China‘s rise in ‗zero-sum terms‘:  

Many of our critics said a closer relationship with the United States would come at a 

cost to our relationships in Asia. Nothing could be further from the case. 

Relationships are not a zero sum game. Our relationship with China has flourished at 

the same time as we have strengthened the US alliance.
71

  

Yet more than this, in hosting the two presidents on successive days, Howard was 

seeking to develop a different type of position. In a somewhat clumsy closing 

statement, Howard—rather ambitiously—suggested that Australia might have a role as 

a facilitator to promote ‗constructive and calm dialogue‘ between China and the United 

States: 

… it is self-evident that the relationship between Australia, the United States and 

China respectively, on a two-way basis—that is, our relationship with the United 

States and then again our relationship with China—will be extremely important to the 

stability of our region. Our aim is to see calm and constructive dialogue between the 

United States and China on those issues which might potentially cause tension 

between them. It will be Australia‘s aim, as a nation which has different but 

nonetheless close relationships with both of those nations, to promote that 

constructive and calm dialogue. 

                                                 
69. Joshua Kurlantzick, op. cit., p. 3. In Chapter Two we observed the way the Hawke 

Government was committed to growing the relationship and that by the mid-1980s more 

Ministers were visiting China than ever before. This was also a time when an 

unprecedented 70,000 Australians—one in every 200—visited China, Peter Cole-Adams, 

‗China‘s Favourite Barbarians Need to Avoid Self-delusion‘, Age, 14 September 1985. 

70. Joshua Kurlantzick, op. cit., p. 215. 

71. Prime Minister John Howard, ‗Address to the ASPI ‗Global Forces 2007‘ Conference, 

Hyatt Hotel, Canberra‘, 5 July 2007. 
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Conclusion  

Chapter Two examined J. G. Latham‘s Eastern Mission of 1934, describing it as a key 

precursor to Australia‘s engagement with the region. In the report detailing the 

activities of the Mission which was tabled in Parliament in July 1934, Latham 

explained that when the President of the National Government of China, Dr Lin Sen, 

recently visited Canberra, he was accorded a seat on the floor of the House of 

Representatives.
72

 This was typically the way the Australian Parliament honoured a 

visit by a foreign head of state at the time. This chapter has observed how, seventy 

years later, the strength of the Australia–China relationship was acknowledged through 

an even more significant act of parliamentary diplomacy. In examining this historic 

moment, this chapter has offered an account of how the bilateral relationship developed 

under the prime ministership of John Howard. It also gives preliminary consideration to 

the way the Chinese government manages its international relations. In so doing, the 

chapter provides context for the following chapter which turns to examine how the 

bilateral relationship developed during the 41
st
 Parliament of Australia. 

 

                                                 
72. J. G. Latham, ‗The Australian Eastern Mission, 1934: Report of the Right Honourable 

J. G. Latham‘, 1934‘, Parliamentary Papers for 1932–34, Number 236, p. 11.  
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Chapter Four: A Virtuous Circle? The 41st Parliament of 
Australia and the People’s Republic of China 

The Governments in both countries are closely working together to achieve a virtuous 

circle in the Sino–Australia relationship.
1
 

During the period of the 41
st
 Parliament, November 2004–October 2007, there was 

considerable growth and diversification in the Australia–China relationship. The 

economic complementarities which became a hallmark of the relationship during the 

previous Parliament provided an impetus for the signing of a number of agreements in 

areas such as the transfer of nuclear materials, mutual legal assistance, extradition and 

prisoner exchange and cooperative research on bio-security. Such agreements were 

accompanied by new capacity building projects focusing on water resource 

management, legal governance and reversing the spread of HIV/AIDS in China. High-

level bilateral visits were utilised to mark a number of significant landmarks in 

relations. During a visit to Beijing in April 2005, Prime Minister Howard announced 

that Australia and China would commence talks with China on a Free Trade Agreement 

(FTA), while in April 2006, Chinese Premier Wen Jiabao visited Australia and signed a 

bilateral safeguards agreement on the transfer of nuclear material between Australia and 

China.
2
 The Chinese Premier‘s visit was followed by John Howard‘s ‗important, 

symbolic visit‘ to southern China in June 2006, to witness the first delivery of 

Australian liquefied natural gas. The Chairman of the National People‘s Congress, Wu 

Bangguo, also visited Australia during the period to claim, in a speech in the Great Hall 

at Parliament House, that ‗China–Australia relations are in their best shape in their 

history‘.
3
  

The developing multilayered character of the bilateralism was underscored by the 

agreement signed by President Hu Jintao and Prime Minister John Howard during the 

                                                 
1. ‗Ambassador Fu Ying Addresses Australian Parliament on China‘s ―Anti-Secession 

Law‖ ‘, Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People‘s Republic of China, 22 March 2005, 

http://au.china-embassy.org/eng/sgjs/t188395.htm (accessed 28 July 2007) 

2. Wen Jiabao‘s visit was followed by the ratification of two nuclear safeguard agreements 

between Australia and China in January 2007. 

3. This was the first instalment resulting from the single largest trade agreement in 

Australia‘s history. John Howard, Doorstop interview, Shenzhen, China, 28 June 2006, 

Wu Bangguo‘s comment is found at: ‗Australia–China relations are better than ever‘, 

China Daily, 25 May 2005. 

http://au.china-embassy.org/eng/sgjs/t188395.htm
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15
th

 Asia–Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) leaders‘ meeting in Sydney in 

September 2007 which committed the two nations to an annual senior-level strategic 

dialogue to facilitate bilateral coordination on important international issues.
4
 The 

growing closeness between the two countries was further emphasised by President Hu‘s 

four-point proposal for enhancing bilateral relations. Hu‘s plan outlined a program for 

promoting closer high-level exchange between legislative bodies and political parties, 

building deeper bilateral economic and trade cooperation, increasing people-to-people 

links and increasing dialogue on regional and international issues.
5
 There was a 

corresponding shift in the tone of statements made by Prime Minister Howard. No 

longer preoccupied with the differences between Australia and China, a more 

comfortable Howard surrendered the shared interests/different values platform, 

relinquishing the descriptors: mature, practical and sensible. The sense of optimism and 

goodwill between Australia and China was ultimately consecrated by the loan of two 

giant pandas—Wangwang and Funi—to a South Australian zoo.
6
 From a parliamentary 

perspective, the foundations were laid for increased contact between the two 

legislatures. On 20 August 2006, the Department of the House of Representatives 

entered into a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) with the National People‘s 

Congress in order to establish a framework of exchange between the two parliamentary 

institutions. The framework of exchange provided for regular exchanges of information 

between the legislators and parliamentary officials.
7
  

Perhaps the most serious challenge to the relationship over the period of the 

41
st
 Parliament was the ‗defection‘ of the Consul for Political Affairs at the Chinese 

                                                 
4. During Hu‘s visit the single largest export deal for an Australian company was signed 

committing Woodside Petroleum to exporting up to $45 billion worth of gas to 

PetroChina. 

5. Oxford Analytica, ‗Australia/China: Canberra faces China, US dilemma‘, 17 September 

2007. 

6. This symbolic gesture surpasses the three-month loan of the pandas Fei Fei and Xiao 

Xiao for Australia‘s Bicentennial celebrations in 1988. In an act which some have 

described as an act of great obsequiousness—the Presiding Officers of the Parliament, 

the Speaker of the House of Representatives (David Hawker), and the President of the 

Senate (Alan Ferguson), called on President Hu Jintao at the Hyatt Hotel, during his 

stopover in Canberra prior to APEC. 

7. The MOU was signed in Beijing, at the Great Hall of the People, by Sheng Huaren, Vice-

Chairman and Secretary of the Standing Committee of the National People‘s Congress 

(NPC), and Mr Ian Harris, the Clerk of the House of Representatives. A delegation from 

the NPC, led by Mr Sheng Huaren, visited Australia as part of the MOU exchange 

framework from 28 May to June 2007. 
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Consulate in Sydney in June 2005. Chen Yonglin‘s application for political asylum, and 

his allegations of extensive Chinese espionage activity in Australia, had the potential to 

seriously damage bilateral relations. Another event that threatened to disrupt bilateral 

goodwill was Australia‘s hosting of the inaugural ministerial-level Trilateral Security 

Dialogue (April 2006) involving Foreign Minister Alexander Downer, US Secretary of 

State Condoleezza Rice and Japanese Foreign Minister, Taro Aso. China expressed 

serious concerns about such a dialogue (later renamed the Trilateral Strategic Dialogue) 

taking place and Foreign Minister Alexander Downer regularly sought to reassure 

Beijing that the talks were committed to discussing general regional concerns, and not 

the containment of China.
8
 The Dalai Lama‘s visit to Australia during June 2007 was 

another subject of possible friction. The visit was accompanied by the Chinese 

Government‘s customary expressions of disapproval and by the cautious consulting of 

diaries by the leaders of the major political parties. 

Statements and speeches that were made in Parliament offer a snap-shot of the China-

related issues that arose during this period. Some related to themes that had continued 

over successive parliaments, such as human rights in China, opportunities attached to 

China‘s economic development, information about high level visits and matters related 

to Taiwan.
9
 Emerging concerns focused upon Australia‘s Nuclear Safeguards 

Agreement with China and Australia‘s intention to export uranium to China; the fate of 

Chen Yonglin and the government‘s handling of his application for protection; the 

status of Free Trade negotiations; the effect of climate change and global warming in 

China and the quality of Chinese exports to Australia. In contrast to some of the China-

related debates that took place during earlier parliaments, the character of the debate 

during the 41
st
 Parliament was largely bipartisan.  

This chapter has two primary objectives. Firstly, it offers an analysis of the attitudes of 

members of the 41
st
 Parliament towards the Australia–China relationship, through 

drawing upon the results of a questionnaire that was distributed to all members of 

Parliament during 2007. Secondly, through examining the major China-related outputs 

of the Parliament—committee and delegation reports, parliamentary debates and policy 

                                                 
8. Patrick Walters, ‗Containing China a big mistake: Downer‘, Australian, 16 March 2006, 

p. 1 and Greg Sheridan, ‗Rice contains Downer on handling of China‘, Australian, 

17 March 2006, p. 2.  

9. In this instance the Governor-General‘s visit to China and Premier‘s Wen Jiabao‘s visit 

to Australia; Taiwan‘s application to participate in the World Health Assembly and 

China‘s passing of the anti-secession law. 
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and legislative material—the chapter examines the specific contributions of the 41
st
 

Parliament to the development of the bilateral relationship.  

 

15. President Hu Jintao visits Bywong Sheep Station near Gundaroo, north of Canberra, prior to 

APEC, 5 September 2007, image courtesy Peter West/Auspic. 

Parliamentary Questionnaire Methodology 

The majority of the twenty-four questions contained in the parliamentary questionnaire 

were clear and unambiguous ‗closed questions‘ which utilised preset response options. 

Preset response options were chosen in the expectation that the data could be 

aggregated to reflect cross-party attitudes. Some questions asked respondents to 

attribute, on a rating scale, the level of importance they attached to a particular issue or 



Chapter Four: A Virtuous Circle? 

111 

event and in some instances respondents were also given the option of adding 

comment. Other response options were dichotomous and sought YES or NO answers. 

On one occasion a dichotomous question was followed by an open question: ‗Do you 

believe that the Senate Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade and 

the Joint Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade can influence 

Australian foreign policy‘, YES or NO, and if YES could you please provide an 

example‘. A final question asked for additional comment about the Australia–China 

relationship. While some questions related to Australia‘s foreign policy priorities, or the 

influence that the Opposition and minor parties may have on the nation‘s foreign 

policy, the questionnaire was primarily concerned with identifying parliamentary 

attitudes to past, present and future aspects of the Australia–China relationship. Beyond 

the temporally-specific material, there were numerous questions addressing matters of 

trade, human rights, the export of Australian uranium to China and the China-related 

issues that are raised by constituents. Respondents to the questionnaire were instructed 

that their views would remain confidential and non-attributable. 

The response rate to the questionnaire was 26%, with 59 of 226 parliamentarians 

responding. The majority of respondents represented a self-selected group of 

parliamentarians who appeared to have an active interest or involvement in the 

Australia–China relationship. A high proportion had visited the People‘s Republic 

(66%) or the Republic of China (58%) and 83% were members of either the Australia–

China Parliamentary Friendship Group, the Australia–Taiwan Parliamentary Friendship 

Group or the All-Party Parliamentary Friendship Group for Tibet.
10

 Results from the 

questionnaire offer useful, balanced and representative cross-party data which has not 

previously been compiled. The results from the questionnaire can also be read as a 

useful complement to other recent surveys on Australia‘s foreign policy: the 2007 

United States Studies Centre National Survey Results, ‗Australian attitudes towards the 

United States: Foreign Policy, Security, Economics and Trade‘ (University of Sydney), 

                                                 
10. 21% belonged to the Australia–China Parliamentary Friendship Group (only); 17% 

belonged to the Australia–Taiwan Parliamentary Friendship Group (only); 3% belonged 

to the All-Party Parliamentary Friendship Group for Tibet (only). In terms of cross or 

multiple memberships: a further 26% belonged to the Australia–China and the Australia–

Taiwan Parliamentary Friendship Group and 16% belonged to the Australia–China, the 

Australia–Taiwan Parliamentary Friendship Group and the All-Party Parliamentary 

Friendship Group for Tibet. An All-Party Parliamentary Group for Tibet was established 

in 2005 with Michael Danby as Chair and Bob Brown, Peter Slipper and Natasha Stott 

Despoja as vice-chairs. The Group supports the Dalai Lama‘s ‗Middle Way Approach‘ 

which would see Tibetans holding responsibility for managing internal matters, such as 

health and education, while China retained control of foreign affairs and defence.  
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the Lowy Institute polls surveying public opinion and foreign policy (2005 and 2007) 

and Allan Gyngell and Michael Wesley‘s survey of Department of Foreign Affairs and 

Trade (DFAT) employees, ‗The Perception of Australia‘s Foreign Policy Makers‘.
11

 

Overall, 42% of respondents were Labor, 41% were Liberal, 10% were Nationals, 3% 

were Democrats, and 2% were Greens, while 2% chose not to disclose their party. 

When matched against party representation in the 41
st
 Parliament, responses were 

received from 18% of Liberals; 27% of Nationals, 22% of Labor, 50% of Democrats (2 

in 4) and 25% of Greens (1 in 4). On a House–Senate comparison, 64% of respondents 

were from the Lower House and 36% were from the Upper House. As a rule, 

respondents tended to have longer records of service, for example, 26% had served for 

more than 15 years while 25% had served between nine and 12 years.  

Quantitative data from the questionnaire was supplemented by qualitative data obtained 

through interviews conducted over the course of 2007. Interviews were conducted with 

over a dozen parliamentarians with specific interests in the Australia–China 

relationship. They were conducted with an equal number of Liberal and Labor 

parliamentarians as well as with representatives from both the Nationals and the minor 

parties. Interviews were also carried out with relevant parliamentary and government 

officials. These interviews presented an opportunity to expand upon aspects of the 

parliamentary questionnaire while also allowing for discussions about the interaction 

that takes place between the Parliament and the Chinese Embassy, the notion of 

Chinese ‗soft power‘ and parliamentary perceptions of the future character of the 

bilateral relationship. In order to preserve confidentiality, the comments of interviewees 

have not been attributed.  

The generally sanguine attitude towards Australia–China relations that emerges from 

questionnaire data and interview responses appears to be predicated upon a number of 

features: the benefits that have resulted from a thriving bilateral trade relationship; a 

continuing period of comparatively stable Sino–United States relations; and the 

prevailing attitude that the rise of China will be positive for the international 

community. Each feature has combined to create a period of unparalleled growth, 

confidence and sense of opportunity for Australia–China relations. Nevertheless, this 

                                                 
11. The two Lowy polls are titled: Australia and the World: Public Opinion and Foreign 

Policy (2007) and Australians Speak 2005: Public Opinion and Foreign Policy. Gyngell 

and Wesley‘s survey is found in the appendix to Making Australian Foreign Policy 

(2003); Gyngell and Wesley sent their questionnaire to more than 800 DFAT employees 

and received 242 responses, or approximately 30%.  
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general sense of optimism does not extend across all areas of the relationship. Some 

parliamentarians expressed concern about China‘s human rights record, the export of 

Australian uranium to China, the potential repercussions of a Free Trade Agreement, 

relations between the Chinese Government and the Republic of China (Taiwan), and 

lack of parliamentary attention given to China‘s military expenditure. However, one of 

the most emphatic findings to emerge from this research is that there is great diversity 

in the way Australian parliamentarians view the Australia–China relationship. This 

diversity operates across the Parliament and within the parties; there is no one 

parliamentary model, nor one party model.  

Parliament and Foreign Policy  

There is a dominant perception that the Australian Parliament has an extremely 

restricted capacity to influence foreign policy.
12

 In Making Australian Foreign Policy 

(2003) Allan Gyngell and Michael Wesley offer the following assessment:  

Under the United States constitution, Congress has important roles in the foreign 

policy process: treaties made can only be ratified by a Senate vote; Congress has 

formal roles in the declaration of war and the appointment of diplomatic agents; and 

both houses have been highly active in setting the parameters for the exercise of 

executive powers in making foreign policy. The Australian Parliament has none of 

these formal powers. Rarely does the conduct of Australian foreign policy require 

enabling legislation; and the debate and discussion of foreign affairs is more often 

than not relegated behind domestic political issues that call on the legislative powers 

of both houses of Parliament. Parliamentary debates on foreign affairs are relatively 

rare, and often scheduled around the discussion of domestic matters … it is hard to 

find any significant role played in the formulation of Australian foreign policy by 

Federal Parliament. In addition to lacking the capacity to contribute or [sic] a formal 

role in the foreign policy process, Parliament is constrained by the lack of interest (or 

of incentive to take an interest) in foreign affairs by the majority of 

parliamentarians.
13

  

                                                 
12. See John Knight and W. J. Hudson, Parliament and Foreign Policy, Australian Institute 

of International Affairs, Australian National University, Canberra 1983; B. L. Hocking, 

‗Parliament, parliamentarians and foreign affairs‘, Australian Outlook, Vol. 30. No. 2, 

1976, pp. 280–303; J. D. B. Millar, ‗The role of the Australian parliament in foreign 

policy‘, The Parliamentarian, Vol. 50, No. 1, 1969, pp. 1–6; Kate Burton, Scrutiny or 

Secrecy? Committee Oversight of Foreign and National Security Policy in the Australian 

Parliament, Australian Parliamentary Fellow Monograph, Parliamentary Library, 2005. 

13. Allan Gyngell & Michael Wesley, Making Australian Foreign Policy, Cambridge 

University Press, Melbourne, 2003, pp. 173–177. Following Australia‘s participation in 

the invasion of Iraq, Malcolm Fraser called for laws to prevent future governments from 

going to war without a vote in the Parliament.  
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Such a statement does not augur well for a discussion of the Parliament and foreign 

policy; it draws attention to the absence of any parliamentary legislative mandate in 

foreign affairs while reinforcing that the executive has the prerogative in foreign policy. 

Moreover, this extract does not simply claim that parliamentarians are estranged from 

the foreign policy process, but that many are in fact uninterested in foreign affairs 

matters.  

In examining the role of the Parliament in foreign policy formation, Gyngell and 

Wesley focus on formal legislative power, rather than influence, facilitation, 

consultation or informal power. It is therefore worth noting other parliamentary 

activities that, while not directly or immediately contributing to legislated outcomes, 

can become critical to building parliamentary knowledge of, and influence in, foreign 

affairs. In addition to the parliamentary activities that Gyngell and Wesley identify—

parliamentary debate, Question Time, questions placed on notice and committee 

work—there are other activities which could be identified: representation at multilateral 

forums (including forums specifically for parliamentarians, such as the Inter-

Parliamentary Union), representation at specific issues forums (e.g.: environment, 

rights or labour forums), and participation in the activities of inter-party parliamentary 

delegations and parliamentary friendship groups. Then we might also consider non-

parliamentary activities such as contributing to public debate on foreign policy or 

working with non-government organisations in an attempt to influence foreign policy.  

The Parliament may also indirectly involve itself in foreign affairs in ways not 

envisaged by Gyngell and Wesley. Parliamentarians may explain the Australian 

parliamentary system to members of other legislatures; they may promote an 

understanding of other nations and other political systems; or alternatively, they may 

involve themselves in second-track diplomacy—ameliorating against breakdowns in 

government to government communication, or conversely, discussing difficult bilateral 

issues at a level below that of head of state or government. As the Clerk of the House of 

Representatives, Ian Harris, has suggested:  

The value of legislator-to-legislator contact is significant, especially in areas where 

negotiations at officer level have not produced satisfactory results. Occasionally, 

when there are tensions at a government-to-government level, the contact between 

parliaments provides a means of continuing communication.
14

 

                                                 
14. Ian Harris, ‗The Role of the Parliament of the Commonwealth of Australia in 

International Affairs, Globally and in the Asia/Pacific Region‘, Address to the Canberra 

Branch of the Australian Institute of International Affairs, 19 November 2003, p. 5.  
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In the above extract Gyngell and Wesley also suggest that few Australian 

parliamentarians have backgrounds predisposing them to foreign policy work. Such a 

suggestion is supported by Kate Burton‘s study of committee oversight of foreign and 

national security policy in the Parliament, in which she claims that her study of a 

database of nearly 600 current or former politicians revealed only 6 with diplomatic and 

foreign affairs backgrounds.
15

 While this figure is surprisingly low, if we were to add 

parliamentarians with academic backgrounds in allied areas such as International 

Relations or Political Science we would find more parliamentarians with relevant 

backgrounds. For example, in the 41
st
 Parliament, we find that Kim Beazley was a 

former Lecturer in Social and Political Theory at Murdoch University and Senator 

Russell Trood was formerly an Associate Professor in International Relations at Griffith 

University. Similarly, this number would be higher again were we to include younger 

generation parliamentarians who hold higher degrees and/or undergraduate degrees in 

International Relations.  

With regard to the matter of parliamentary interest in foreign affairs, it should be noted 

that the Joint Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade is the largest 

committee of the Parliament. As Ian Harris has reflected, ‗there is considerable 

competition amongst our Members and Senators to become members of the committee, 

reflecting, I think, its importance in their eyes‘.
16

 It could also be argued that across the 

Parliament the Australia–China relationship is accorded a great deal of significance and 

receives regular attention. Many Members and Senators remain well informed about the 

relationship through their work with committees, through the activities of parliamentary 

friendship groups, through official parliamentary visits, and in some instances, through 

leading business delegations to China. Other parliamentarians remain informed about 

China-related matters through their connection with their Australian-Chinese 

constituents. One only need consider the interests of constituents in the seats that form 

the ‗China-belt‘ that fans out around inner Sydney: Watson (Tony Burke, ALP), 

Bennelong (John Howard, LP), Barton (Robert McClelland, ALP), Lowe (John 

Murphy, ALP), Parramatta (Julie Owens, ALP) and Reid (Laurie Ferguson, ALP). 

According to 2001 Census data (with 2003 electoral boundaries) the numbers of 

                                                 
15. Kate Burton, Scrutiny or Secrecy? Committee Oversight of Foreign and National 

Security Policy in the Australian Parliament, Australian Parliamentary Fellow 

Monograph, Parliamentary Library, 2005, p. 61.  

16. Ian Harris, ‗The Role of the Parliament of the Commonwealth of Australia in 

International Affairs, Globally and in the Asia/Pacific Region‘, Address to the Canberra 

Branch of the Australian Institute of International Affairs, 19 November 2003, p. 4.  
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Chinese-born in these electorates are: Watson—9.6%, Bennelong—7.5%, Barton—

6.8%, Lowe—6.2 %, Parramatta—6% and Reid—7.5%.
17

  

41st Parliament and Foreign Policy  

The parliamentary questionnaire contained preliminary questions about the Parliament 

and foreign policy. These contextual questions focused on two areas: Australia‘s 

foreign policy priorities and the perceived influence of the Opposition and minor 

parties on Australian foreign policy. In the first instance respondents were asked what 

level of importance they ascribed to six different interests or values when determining 

Australia‘s foreign policy: trade, defence and strategic interests, the advancement of 

human rights, the promotion of Australian political ‗values‘ and the establishment of 

strategic alliances with world powers. Overwhelmingly, priority was given to those 

matters of national self-interest which maximise Australia‘s influence and power: trade, 

defence and strategic interests and the maintenance of security alliances. 

Correspondingly, less emphasis was given to values-based priorities such as human 

rights, the promotion of democracy or even the slightly nebulous notion of Australian 

political ‗values‘. Advancing human rights and advancing democracy tended to be 

accorded important rather than highly important status, while unequivocal importance 

was placed upon trade, defence and strategic interests. 

                                                 
17. Figures include those born in Hong Kong but do not include those born in Taiwan; at the 

time of writing the results from the 2006 Census were unavailable. I thank Tony Kryger 

from the Statistics and Mapping Section of the Parliamentary Library for these figures. 
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Figure 1—Indicate the importance you attribute to the following interests or values in 

determining Australia’s foreign policy: 

 
Given Australia‘s historic reliance upon security alliances, it is surprising that 

respondents did not attach higher importance to Australia‘s strategic alliances with 

world powers. However, this may be interpreted as representing a high level of 

confidence in the current state of the alliance with the United States, rather than 

reflecting any diminution or abrogation of its value.  

Figure 2—How much influence do you believe the Opposition and minor parties have 

on foreign policy? 

 
In turning to the question of what influence the Opposition and the minor parties are 

understood to have over foreign policy, we observe that the view of parliamentarians is 

more optimistic than that expressed by Gyngell and Wesley. While as many as 34% of 

respondents claimed that the Opposition and minor parties had negligible influence, the 
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majority believed that the Opposition and the minor parties could exert some influence 

on foreign policy.  

Revealingly, 47% of Coalition respondents claimed the Opposition and minor parties 

have negligible effect on foreign policy—as opposed to 24% of Labor respondents and 

0% of minor party respondents. Several respondents differentiated between the 

Opposition and the minor parties, claiming that the Opposition has some influence but 

that the influence of the minor parties is negligible, while one interviewee, endorsing 

the comments of Gyngell and Wesley, claimed that when it comes to foreign affairs, 

‗The Parliament is merely a spectator‘.  

The following section of the chapter draws upon questionnaire data and interview 

responses to five themes: influential historical milestones in the bilateral relationship, 

economic relations, sources of information about China, travel to China and 

parliamentary attitudes toward Chinese ‗soft power‘. This attitudinal study is followed 

by an examination of the major China-related committee inquiries that were undertaken 

during the 41
st
 Parliament.  

Influential Historical Milestones in the Australia–China Relationship 

Increasingly, both major parties seek to promote the histories of their achievements in 

foreign policy in Asia.
18

 The Coalition does this through promoting John McEwen‘s 

negotiation of the 1957 Australia–Japan Trade Agreement, Malcolm Fraser‘s 

Indochinese refugee policy and the Coalition‘s dismantling of the white Australia 

policy. Similarly, Labor leaders identify the activism of figures like Evatt, Whitlam and 

Gareth Evans in pursuing multilateral engagement, their commitment to engaging the 

Asia-Pacific—as well as their contribution to the dismantling of the white Australia 

policy. In the battle over which side of politics has best negotiated Australia‘s foreign 

policy towards East Asia, China has emerged as a critical battleground. Both sides 

promote their China credentials—Whitlam‘s recognition of China, Hawke‘s ‗special 

relationship‘ versus Fraser‘s bipartisanship and the development of a ‗mature‘ and 

‗practical‘ relationship under Howard. The increased impetus to claim China for one‘s 

party is reflected in the assertion of one Labor parliamentarian, ‗The ALP‘s China 

credentials are pure—the ALP has always considered Asia our future‘. 

                                                 
18. See, for example, John Howard, ‗Australia‘s Links with Asia: Realising Opportunities in 

our Region‘, Fifth Asialink Lecture and Asialink Birthday Celebrations, 12 April 1995 

and Laurie Brereton, ‗An Outlook for Australian Foreign Policy: a Labor Perspective‘, 

Australian Journal of International Affairs, Vol. 55, No. 3, 2001, pp. 343–349. 
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While the ALP appears more proficient at selling the history of their engagement with 

the region, the ALP also romanticises this engagement. The visit of the ALP Opposition 

delegation to China in July 1971, Prime Minister William McMahon‘s claim that Zhou 

Enlai was playing Whitlam as a fisherman plays a trout, Gough Whitlam‘s recognition 

of China in 1972 and Whitlam‘s meeting with Mao in 1973—each has a central place in 

ALP folklore. Over time, a narrative about the ALP‘s custodianship of the relationship 

has developed. Within such a narrative, and here I paraphrase it, the ALP is on the cusp 

of recapturing that which is rightfully theirs and the all-China-knowing Kevin Rudd 

will re-deliver China to the ALP. In prophesying a new golden age in Australia–China 

relations, one adherent to this narrative claims, ‗The Chinese are very aware of the 

history of Labor‘s engagement with China—they respect it—and they know that Gough 

went there before any other Western leader‘. When a Liberal parliamentarian was asked 

for an opinion about this ALP China-tenure narrative, he identified it as both ‗self-

serving and absurd‘. Both these responses help to illustrate how China has continually 

been used within Australian domestic politics for party differentiation.  

Respondents to the parliamentary questionnaire were asked to rate, from an historical 

perspective, how influential a series of milestones have been in contributing to the 

character of the current Australia–China relationship. The questionnaire was interested 

in determining the weight accorded to certain milestones, from the Whitlam 

Government‘s recognition of China in 1972 to Hu Jintao‘s recent address to the 

Australian Parliament in 2003. With regard to the Whitlam Government‘s recognition 

of China, 65% nominated this landmark event as highly influential, 19% claimed it as 

moderately influential while 10% claimed it as only marginally influential. (92% of 

ALP respondents nominated recognition as highly influential.) That 35% regarded 

recognition as anything other than highly influential may suggest that some 

parliamentarians have very partisan political memories. The liberalisation of the 

Chinese economy under Deng Xiaoping, an influence that engendered bipartisan 

response, rated highest.  

The importance attributed to the Howard Government‘s management of the relationship 

solicited an even more partisan response. While 74% of Coalition respondents 

identified the Howard years as highly influential, only 9% of ALP respondents did the 

same.
19

 Parliamentarians provided more varied responses to the level of importance 

accorded to Hu Jintao‘s address to the Australian Parliament in October 2003. The level 

                                                 
19. Correspondingly 23% of respondents from the Coalition attached moderate influence to 

bilateral relations under the Howard Government as opposed to 70% of Labor 

respondents.  
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of influence was evenly spread with: 22% highly influential, 36% moderately 

influential, 28% marginally influential and 14% not influential. Overall, however, 

President Hu‘s address was considered the least influential historical milestone. See 

Figure 6—Influential Historical Milestones.  

Australia–China Economic Relations 

Over the course of the 41
st
 Parliament the bilateral economic relationship developed 

exponentially. In 2006 China, combined with Hong Kong, overtook Japan as 

Australia‘s largest trading partner. By mid-2007, China alone overtook Japan as 

Australia‘s largest trading partner, with trade between the two nations exceeding $50 

billion a year. With Australia benefiting from fast-growing commodity demand as a 

result of simultaneous growth in China and India, one would expect the vast majority of 

respondents to the parliamentary questionnaire to be extremely optimistic about the 

status of Australia–China economic relations. 

In order to provide some context for parliamentary opinions about the growth in 

economic relations, respondents were asked two questions about the current status of 

the economic relationship. These were supplemented by two further questions about the 

possible effect of Australia‘s fast-growing economic enmeshment with China. The 

sense of optimism about the trade relationship was supported by the fact that 76% of 

respondents considered Australia well-positioned to protect and promote Australian 

interests in China. Only 22% of respondents believed that Australia has become too 

reliant upon China for its economic prosperity. Relatively few (19%), felt that 

Australia‘s economic reliance will negatively impact upon Australia‘s political dealings 

with China. However, there were those who envisaged this reliance resulting in 

complex challenges for Australian policy makers. One Liberal Senator commented on 

the possibility of a more coercive China: 

Australia has become increasingly economically dependent on Chinese resource 

imports but the growing power of China will change the geo-political power 

relationships in this region and Australia may find China demanding that Australia 

follow their policy objectives in the future.  

A Liberal Member of the House of Representatives suggested such reliance has already 

resulted in political and moral acquiescence: ‗We have surrendered our principles 

because of trade and jobs‘.  
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Figure 3—Given the importance of China to Australia’s economic prosperity, do you 

feel that: 

 
Of these four questions, the one which elicited the greatest disparity in response, on a 

cross-party basis, was that asking whether the Howard Government had achieved the 

right balance between economic and non-economic aspects of the relationship—with 

61% of respondents suggesting it had. However, any question about the performance of 

the Howard Government generated extremely partisan data. If we examine this 

response on a cross-party basis, we find that 96% of Coalition respondents claimed the 

Howard Government had struck the right balance, as opposed to only 28% of Labor and 

0% of minor party respondents. 

In May 2005 Australia and China began negotiations on an Australia–China Free Trade 

Agreement (AUCFTA). While there had been great expectation attached to such an 

agreement, throughout 2007 the negotiations struck numerous hurdles: Australia‘s 

desire for the Agreement to include access for the service export markets of education 

(Australia‘s leading service export to China), telecommunications and finance; and 

China‘s desire for access for unskilled labour, were among the sticking points. Added 

to this have been differences in the way the nations approach policy negotiations. Yet, 

in spite of the limited progress, and the Minister for Trade Warren Truss‘ description of 

the negotiations as ‗tortuous‘, parliamentarians were still favourably disposed towards 
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the prospect of an FTA with China.
20

 In fact, 79% of respondents claimed that an FTA 

would be in Australia‘s interests. 

There was generally strong support for the preferential access to Chinese markets that 

an FTA would deliver. However, concern was expressed over the effect an FTA might 

have upon Australia‘s manufacturing sector. 42% of respondents believed an FTA 

would damage Australia‘s manufacturing sector while 37% of respondents were 

concerned that it would substantially contribute to Australia‘s trade deficit.
21

  

Figure 4—Do you believe a Free Trade Agreement with China would:
 22

 

 
Members of the House of Representatives were asked the associated question of how 

businesses in their electorate have responded to the economic ‗rise of China‘. A 

                                                 
20. Graeme Dobell, ‗China Trade Negotiations ‗Tortuous‘ Says Truss‘, ABC News, 16 June 

2007, http://www.abc.net.au/news/stories/2007/06/16/1953209.htm (accessed 2 August 

2007) 

21. China has been negotiating Free Trade Agreements with some of Australia‘s commercial 

competitors since 2001 and Australia needs to complete its FTA negotiations if it is to 

secure some competitive advantage. No respondent made mention of the need to reach 

agreement soon or before the deadline of April 2008. 

22. The use of closed questions with regard to the FTA did not work as effectively as in 

other instances. This was largely because the precise terms of the FTA are yet to be 

decided. 8% of respondents suggested that their answer was dependent on the terms and 

comprehensiveness of such an agreement. Others qualified their responses by explaining: 

they were ‗wary of all bilateral treaties and trade agreements‘ or that a ‗FTA would 

change rather than damage Australia‘s manufacturing sector‘. 
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resounding 85% claimed that the business community in their electorate view it as a 

significant opportunity, with a clear majority welcoming an FTA with China.  

Figure 5—How does the business community in your electorate consider the economic 

‘rise of China’? 

 
(House of Representatives only) 

The data on constituents‘ attitudes towards the proposed FTA with China is almost 

identical to the response to a similar question in the Lowy Institute poll, Australians 

Speak 2005. Asked ‗On balance, do you think signing a Free Trade Agreement with 

China would be good or bad for Australia or would it make no difference‘ 51% thought 

an FTA with China would be good, 20% thought it would be bad and 29% were either 

unsure or thought that it would make no difference.
23

 However, in contrast with these 

findings, one Labor parliamentarian claimed that at the ALP state branch level there 

exists a great deal of discontent over an FTA with China which has been ignored by 

Caucus members who favour an FTA; he stated—‗The further you get away from the 

Parliament the more concern there is over an FTA with China‘. For a more detailed 

analysis of different sectorial attitudes to the FTA see the Senate Foreign Affairs, 

Defence and Trade References Committee report, Opportunities and Challenges. The 

                                                 
23. Ivan Cook, Australians Speak 2005: Public Opinion and Foreign Policy, Lowy Institute 

for International Policy, 2005, p. 2. In the Lowy Institute Poll of 2007 outright support 

for an FTA with China reduced with 38% identifying it as good, 27% bad and 25% 

considering that it makes no difference, Allan Gyngell, Australia and the World: Public 

Opinion and Foreign Policy, 2007, p. 12. 
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report suggests that while the agricultural sector is supportive of an FTA with China, 

the horticultural, manufacturing, and textile, clothing and footwear sectors were all 

apprehensive about an FTA with China.
24

 

The issue of intellectual property (IP) rights has become a significant sticking point in 

the FTA negotiations with both countries seeking substantially different chapters on IP. 

In April 2007 the United States filed two WTO cases against China over the inadequate 

protection of IP rights. While China has made it clear that it would not enter into 

bilateral discussions with any country that joined the United States in these cases, 

Canada, the European Union, Japan and Mexico have joined one or both of these cases 

as third parties. On 7 October 2007 Minister Warren Truss, announced that Australia 

would participate as a third party in this dispute. However, it should be noted that while 

IP protection and issues of pirating and the production of counterfeit goods are of 

concern to Australian business, in contrast with the manufacturing sector in the United 

States, exporters of minerals and energy in Australia are less affected by matters of 

intellectual property protection—copyright, patents and trademarks. With regard to the 

possible influence of IP issues on Australia–China relations into the future, 42% of 

respondents to the parliamentary questionnaire identified that enforcement of 

intellectual property rights will be moderately influential in determining the future 

character of the Australia–China relationship while 40% identified IP as marginally 

influential (see Figure 12—Influences on the future character of the relationship).  

Sources of Information about China 

In an attempt to gauge where parliamentarians obtain their information about China, the 

questionnaire asked which sources parliamentarians accessed for information about 

China and the frequency of this access. The questionnaire offered fourteen response 

options ranging from the local media to government departments to the Chinese 

Embassy. Responses to this question reveal a heavy reliance upon the Australian media 

and, perhaps unsurprisingly, a very low utilisation of Chinese language materials. 

Parliamentary activity—committee work and interactions with parliamentary 

colleagues—also emerge as influential or common sources. Additional sources of 

information included: state governments, personal and business contacts, visits to 

China, family, Chinese friends and the Chinese business sector (see Figure 7—Sources 

of Information about China). 

                                                 
24. ‗Attitudes to the proposed FTA‘, Senate References Committee on Foreign Affairs, 

Defence and Trade, Opportunities and Challenges (November 2005), pp. 209–229. 
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Feedback from interviews suggests that many parliamentarians gain information about 

China through their involvement in parliamentary friendship groups. Parliamentary 

friendship groups promote bilateral relations, host delegations, create cross-

parliamentary dialogue and provide a network of parliamentarians who can work with 

ambassadors and other country representatives. While friendship groups do not directly 

influence policy, they are considered to function as ‗chambers of ideas‘ for advancing 

the bilateral relationship. Friendship groups often gain high level access to foreign 

leaders—representatives from the Australia–China Parliamentary Friendship Group had 

the opportunity to meet with President Hu Jintao. The Australia–China Parliamentary 

Friendship Group and the Australia–Taiwan Parliamentary Friendship Group both have 

extremely high levels of support in the Australian Parliament. At the time of writing, 

membership of the Australia–China Friendship Group was just short of 100 while 

membership of the Australia–Taiwan Friendship Group had recently surpassed 100. 

The role of parliamentary friendship groups is addressed further when the chapter turns 

to examine whether parliamentarians have observed any discernable change in the way 

China engages diplomatically. 



 

 

Figure 6—Influential historical milestones—From an historical perspective rate how influential each of the following milestones has been in 

contributing to the character of the current Australia–China relationship 

 
* At least one respondent marked between moderately and highly influential for these fields. 
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Figure 7—Sources of information about China—Indicate which sources you access for information about China and frequency of this 

access 

 
One respondent to the questionnaire claimed Chinese language skills, two respondents identified their staff as having any Chinese language 

skills and a minority identified themselves as utilising Chinese language resources for information about China. 
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Travelling to China 

Australian parliamentarians are travelling to China and they are doing so with 

increasing frequency. A high proportion of respondents to the questionnaire had visited 

the People‘s Republic (66%) or the Republic of China (58%). Of these, 59% had 

travelled to the People‘s Republic during the 41
st
 Parliament, while 41% had travelled 

to the Republic of China. A total of 68% of those who had travelled to China during the 

term of the 41
st
 Parliament had done so in an official capacity—either as a member of a 

parliamentary or party delegation, a parliamentary friendship group, as a guest of the 

Chinese Government, or as a result of an individual study trip.  

Visits to China offer parliamentarians an opportunity to build relationships with 

members of the National People‘s Congress; they expose parliamentarians to high-level 

Chinese perspectives on important local and international issues; they allow for 

bilateral issues to be discussed at a legislator-to-legislator level, while also exposing 

parliamentarians to various aspects of Chinese social, cultural and political life. The 

increased traffic between Australia and China is one of the benefits of a strong bilateral 

relationship, a benefit that extends beyond the receipts for steel, iron ore or uranium. 

During the 41
st
 Parliament two official outgoing delegations visited China. The first 

visit took place during April 2005 (and was followed by a bilateral visit to Mongolia)—

members of the delegation included: the Speaker of the House, David Hawker MP, 

Senator Nick Bolkus, Luke Hartsuyker MP, Senator Linda Kirk, Margaret May MP, 

Peter Slipper MP, and Senator Judith Troeth. The second official parliamentary delation 

visited China in June–July 2007 and included Peter Slipper MP, Kim Beazley MP, 

Senator John Watson, Harry Quick MP and Alby Schultz MP. During May–June 2007 

Australia also hosted an incoming official parliamentary delegation from the People‘s 

Republic.  

Many parliamentarians who travel to China do so through the provision of an Overseas 

Study Entitlement. Senators and Members are entitled to financial assistance to enable 

them to travel outside the Commonwealth of Australia to undertake studies and 

investigations of matters related to duties and responsibilities as members of 

Parliament, after completing three years service.
25

 Like the official inter-parliamentary 

delegations, individual parliamentarians who utilise their Overseas Study Entitlement 

                                                 
25. Clause 9.2(b) of the Remuneration Tribunal Determination No. 14 of 2003 requires all 

parliamentarians to provide a statement reporting on usage of their Overseas Study 

Entitlement. 
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are required to report to Parliament on the purposes and outcomes of visits. Overseas 

Study Entitlement reports are released biannually and tabled in Parliament at the 

discretion of the Special Minister of State. If we look at 2005, as an example, we find 

that the following trips were undertaken. 

Senator/ Member  Purpose of visit Place(s) visited 

Simon Crean ALP 

Gavan O‘Connor ALP 

Warren Snowdon  ALP  

Kate Lundy ALP 

ALP Trade Delegation to China, 

hosted by the Chinese Government 

and focusing on bilateral trade, 

economic relations and the 

possibility of a Free Trade 

Agreement with China (February–

March) 

Beijing, Qingdao, 

Shanghai 

Peter Slipper Liberal Travelled to China and Mongolia 

before and after the Parliamentary 

Delegation visit to China and 

Mongolia (April) 

Hong Kong, Macau 

Guangzhou, Beijing  

Michael Johnson Liberal Attended the 2005 Boao Forum for 

Asia Annual Conference (April) 

Guangzhou, Hainan 

Island, Qingdao, 

Beijing 

Duncan Kerr ALP Minor Overseas Study Entitlement 

contribution to visit Nanjing to 

research the Sino-Japanese 

conflicts over interpretations of the 

Nanjing Massacre (otherwise 

privately funded) (May) 

Shanghai, Nanjing 

Annette Ellis ALP Attended 88
th
 Lions Club 

International Convention in Hong 

Kong (June–July) 

Hong Kong 

Trish Crossin ALP Examining education as an export 

industry (July) 

Shanghai, Chongqing 

Harry Quick  ALP No report (August) No report 

John Watson Liberal Chaired the Second Asian 

Conference on Pensions and 

Retirement Planning in Hong Kong 

(November) 

Hong Kong 

Peter Slipper Liberal Discussions on trade and other 

bilateral issues (December) 

Beijing, Xiamen, 

Guangzhou, Hong 

Kong 

 

Of the two official inter-parliamentary delegations that visited China, only one reported 

to Parliament, the delegation of April 2005. The delegation report, which was written 

by a parliamentary officer, outlines the delegation‘s program, offers a synopsis of the 

activities undertaken and presents a commentary on the observations of the travelling 

group. Like many of the reports made by official delegations, this report presents as a 



Chapter Four: A Virtuous Circle? 

130 

wide ranging and erratic amalgam of materials—notes from high-level meetings are 

accompanied by political and historical descriptions, which are uncomfortably linked 

by tourist observation and travelogue. This lack of clarity of purpose is also reflected in 

the speeches that accompany the presentation of reports to Parliament. More often than 

not such speeches descend into romantic hyperbole about visits to world heritage sites:  

As a tourist, I was extremely grateful for the opportunity to view the terracotta 

warriors, which must be one of the most amazing sights on this earth, as well as parts 

of the Great Wall of China, one of the greatest engineering feats ever executed by 

man.
26

  

Parliamentarians who undertake specific issues-based travel are more likely to produce 

informative reports about economic, political or cultural change in China.
27

 

Nevertheless, many reports are so profuse with traveller‘s descriptions that it is difficult 

to determine whether they are written by overzealous tourists or federal legislators on 

official parliamentary business. (It is interesting that in the above quotation the Senator 

who participated in an official inter-parliamentary visit, actually refers to herself as a 

tourist.) Florid descriptions of the tomb of Emperor Qin Shi Huang, the scenery of 

Guilin, the experience of visiting the Forbidden City, do not appear to satisfy 

parliamentary reporting requirements or fulfil any national interest criteria.  

In fulfilling their reporting obligations, some parliamentarians risk reinventing 

themselves as B-grade travel writers, modern-day Marco Polos, regurgitating 

hackneyed statistics about economic growth, providing potted and arcane histories of 

tourist sites and even describing the views afforded from the upper terraces of hotels. 

An extract from a report written by a Senator who participated in the ALP delegation 

visit to China in 2005 offers a case in point: 

The celebration of the Chinese Lunar New Year gives a glamorous impression to a 

first-time visitor to China such as myself. Beyond the visual impact this visit has 

confirmed to me that China is a truly enigmatic nation, with a cultural mystique and 

growing economic power … I have been struck by the sublime symbolism that 

                                                 
26. Senator Judith Troeth, ‗Delegation Reports: Parliamentary Delegation to China and 

Mongolia‘, Senate, Debates, 7 November 2005. 

27. Senator Brett Mason offers an informative report about democratisation and legal and 

judicial independence in Hong Kong; Senator Trish Crossin produces a report on 

education as an export industry focusing on the vocational and educational sector in 

China; other meaningful reports produced during this period were by: Byrne, Faulkner, 

Gash, O‘Connor, Payne, Ray and Rudd. See ‗Parliamentarians‘ Overseas Study Travel 

Reports‘, Department of Finance and Administration, January to June 2005, July to 

December 2005, January to June 2006, July to December 2006. 
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pervades all aspects of Chinese etiquette, social mores and physical environment. It 

makes one‘s immediate environment and personal interactions a book to be read. I 

think being able to read this ‗book‘ and drawing its meaning will help me to 

understand how things work in China.
28

 

There has long been a deep-seated cultural compulsion for the Western traveller to 

attempt to speak authoritatively about China. In this manifestation we observe the type 

of western fantasy that often stands in for China. It renders China a place of the 

imagination, indeed a ‗book‘, peopled by those who are at once sublimely cultured, 

mysterious and inscrutable.
29

  

Charm Offensive or Offensive Charm?  

The notion of soft power that was introduced in the previous chapter can facilitate a 

discussion of whether parliamentarians consider China to be exercising a new, 

sophisticated and nuanced form of diplomacy—or soft power. It can also be employed 

to ask whether parliamentarians consider this power assists China achieve its hard 

objectives. In an attempt to answer such questions this section of the chapter considers 

the interaction that takes place between members of the Australian Parliament and the 

Chinese Embassy. In examining feedback from the parliamentary questionnaire, it turns 

to examine the types of representations that are made to Australian politicians by 

Chinese Government officials about social and political events in China and Australia.  

In late May 2005 the Consul for Political Affairs at the Chinese Consulate in Sydney 

walked into the Sydney office of the Department of Immigration, Multicultural and 

Indigenous Affairs and asked to urgently speak to the State Director. Unable to arrange 

an appointment, Chen Yonglin departed—leaving behind two letters requesting 

political asylum. In the days that followed, and once the request for territorial (political) 

asylum was rejected, Chen Yonglin offered his sensational story to the media. He 

claimed that, for the last four years, he had been responsible for the monitoring and 

harassment of Chinese political dissidents in Australia, including members of the Falun 

Gong movement. He also alleged that the Chinese Government had developed a 1000–

                                                 
28. Senator Kate Lundy, ‗ALP Delegation Visit to China‘, 20 February to 1 March 2005, 

Parliamentarians‘ Overseas Study Travel Reports: January to June 2005, pp. 138–148. 

29. There is an anecdote that when Henry Kissinger first visited China in 1971, he remarked 

to Zhou Enlai that he thought it wonderful that he was finally able to visit Zhou‘s 

‗mysterious country‘. To which Premier Zhou is said to have replied, ‗There‘s nothing 

especially mysterious about China, Dr Kissinger, once you know a little about it.‘ As 

cited by Paul Monk in a Radio National interview, ‗China—Thunder From the Silent 

Zone‘, 18 September 2005. 
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member spy ring across Australia and that these spies were involved in government-

sponsored kidnappings.
30

 Claiming that his life was in danger and that he would be 

jailed and possibly executed if he was returned to China, Chen applied for Australia‘s 

protection.  

China‘s Ambassador to Australia, Madame Fu Ying, emerged to reject Chen‘s claims 

that he would be executed if he returned to China. In suggesting that the death sentence 

in China was reserved for the most brutal murderers she suggested, ‗China has moved 

on. It‘s not the 1970s. China is not behind the bamboo curtain. I feel very 

uncomfortable people still think that way. I‘m very surprised‘.
31

 In response to her 

handling of Chen‘s allegations, journalists and China-watchers alike began to talk about 

a new style of Chinese diplomacy, one which was conciliatory, cooperative, self-

confident, tolerant of criticism, even humorous. The Australian Financial Review 

identified Madame Fu as an exemplar of this new diplomacy describing her as ‗a 

paradigm of the new elite Chinese diplomat who has learned from the West the 

disarming arts of issues management and public diplomacy based on personal charm 

                                                 
30. The Senate committee that inquired into DIMIA and DFAT‘s handling of Chen‘s request 

for political asylum expressed concern about the allegation regarding Chinese 

surveillance carried out in Australia. The committee expressed a desire that the 

Australian government state publicly that it ‗takes very seriously its obligations to protect 

those resident in Australia and will not tolerate its laws being disregarded‘. In adding 

further comment to the report, Senator Bob Brown claimed: ‗The overall picture 

presented to this committee is one of largely unchecked surveillance and, at times, 

harassment of Australian citizens in Australia by agents of the Peoples [sic] Republic of 

China. The Australian government is not responding to this unacceptable intrusion of a 

foreign government into domestic life and freedoms of our country‘. Senate Foreign 

Affairs, Defence and Trade References Committee, Mr Chen Yonglin’s request for 

political asylum, September 2005, pp. 56, 59. Since Chen‘s allegations there has been 

widespread concern over the extent of Chinese military, political and economic 

espionage activity in Australia. China, which relies heavily on human intelligence, is said 

to draw upon three categories of spy, ‗professional spies‘ paid to collect information, 

‗working relationship‘ spies operating in business circles and ‗friends‘, frequently 

Chinese nationals or expatriates, who operate in less formal networks. In alleging 1,000 

spies, Chen is probably referring to this later group.   

31. Malcolm Farr, ‗Australia can give defector a visa: China‘, Daily Telegraph, 7 June 2005, 

p. 2. The sense that China has moved on and developed a better sense of its international 

obligations was reinforced by a statement by Alexander Downer. When asked about the 

Chinese reaction to street violence in Burma during September 2007, Downer claimed: 

‗This isn‘t the China of old. The China of new is a China that listens to its friends and its 

neighbours, and listens to them a lot‘. Alexander Downer, ‗Doorstop Interview—

Washington DC, United States of America‘, 27 September 2007.  
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and the appearance of openness‘.
32

 For those who subscribe to the soft power thesis, 

Madame Fu emerged as a key instrument in China‘s charm offensive.
33

 

Former Ambassador Madame Fu Ying is described by some parliamentarians as having 

run ‗Canberra‘s most active embassy‘, one which regularly engaged parliamentarians 

on a range of issues. Madame Fu is also described as building strong relationships with 

members of the Australia–China Parliamentary Friendship Group.
34

 She would invite 

members of the Friendship Group to ‗test‘ sensitive issues—such as the status of Falun 

Gong or Taiwan‘s desire to join the World Health Organization and she would draw on 

members of the Friendship Group for advice about China‘s domestic issues: reducing 

poverty in rural areas, increasing China‘s environmental protection and energy 

efficiency. In what may be characterised as a period of openness and exchange between 

the Embassy and members of Parliament, Madame Fu also built relationships with 

those outside the Friendship Group and is credited with engaging parliamentarians with 

whom she differed: friends of Taiwan, supporters of Falun Gong and those lobbying for 

Taiwanese representation at non-governmental regional forums. 

There are also parliamentarians who are considerably less effusive in their praise for the 

diplomacy of Madame Fu, or for what one parliamentarian described as Madame Fu‘s 

‗silken assurances‘. Another parliamentarian, critical of the way the Chinese monitor 

statements made in Parliament, spoke of being ‗hauled over to the Embassy for a 

breakfast with Madame Fu‘ and ‗rapped over the knuckles‘ for comments made about 

Taiwan. Another described a similar act of ‗robust diplomacy‘—being approached by a 

Councillor from the Chinese Embassy, quizzed on why he visited Taiwan, and told ‗to 

pull [his] head in‘.
35

 Each rebuke suggests that the Chinese Embassy commits 

substantial diplomatic resources to monitoring the contact that takes place between 

members of Parliament and the Taiwanese. It is not simply that the Chinese Embassy, 

                                                 
32. Geoffrey Barker, ‗Diplomacy personified‘, Australian Financial Review, 10 June 2005, 

p. 20. 

33. Kurlantzick claims, ‗China has aggressively wooed Australia, sending its finest 

diplomats, building up cultural exchanges, offering a strategic partnership, and 

aggressively promoting the importance of China‘s demand for natural resources to the 

Australian economy,‘ Charm Offensive, p. 214.  

34. Another interviewee claimed that the Israeli Embassy was the most active, another, the 

Taipei Economic and Cultural Office.  

35. While there are many friends of Taiwan across the Parliament all parties accept the terms 

of the 1972 Joint Communiqué or Paris Agreement, signed by Australia and China on 21 

December 1972 as outlined in Chapter Two.  



Chapter Four: A Virtuous Circle? 

134 

which sits just 500 meters from Parliament, may reprimand parliamentarians who are 

supportive of the Taiwanese, or keep updated membership lists for the Australia–

Taiwan Parliamentary Friendship Group, but parliamentarians claim that whenever a 

motion is raised in the Parliament about Taiwan you can look into the public galleries, 

in either chamber, and you are guaranteed to be observed by a representative from the 

Chinese Embassy.  

In an environment where an increasing number of parliamentarians may be cautious 

about adopting positions which may offend the Chinese Government, one would 

assume that it would be difficult for the Taiwanese to gain the attention of 

parliamentarians. Friends of Taiwan claim ‗China‘s rise is a real challenge for Taiwan‘ 

and ‗it is more difficult for Taiwan than ever before‘. Nevertheless, a number of 

interviewees reported that the Taiwanese had become extremely active and skilful 

advocates who have been successful in brokering the support of parliamentarians. 

There is a perception that while the Chinese appear to target foreign policy elites (the 

executive or certain members of the Friendship Group), the Taipei Economic and 

Cultural Office (TECO) is much more successful in building relationships across the 

Parliament. The success of the TECO is underscored by the fact that there are more 

members of the Australia–Taiwan Parliamentary Friendship Group than the Australia–

China Parliamentary Friendship Group.
36

 

It is clear that the Republic of China, through the diplomatic contrivance of the TECO, 

spends a good deal of money developing sympathetic ears within Parliament House. In 

fact, to the current generation of parliamentarians, Gough Whitlam‘s mantra—‘Never 

take the Taiwan trip‘—appears to have lost its force with many parliamentarians 

enjoying generously funded trips to Taiwan.
37

 The friends of Taiwan employ a neutral 

language to describe the TECO‘s ‗skilful advocacy‘ or their duchessing of Australian 

parliamentarians: ‗The Taiwanese work very hard with Australian politicians‘, ‗The 

Taiwanese have a reputation for being very generous towards politicians‘, ‗Taiwan has 

an enormous number of friends in the Australian Parliament‘. One interviewee went 

                                                 
36. There is a suggestion, which was both endorsed and rejected by different interviewees, 

that when parliamentarians are appointed to a position of parliamentary secretary or 

above, they are tapped on the shoulder by the Prime Minister and told to quit their 

association with the Australia–Taiwan Parliamentary Friendship Group.  

37. Rowan Callick claims that when Michael Danby spoke to his then colleagues Laurie 

Brereton and Mark Latham about visiting Taiwan, Latham related to Danby the advice 

Gough Whitlam gave him before he took his seat in Parliament—‘Never take the Taiwan 

trip‘, see ‗Caught in the eye of the dragon‘, Australian Financial Review, 20 August 

2005, p. 24.  
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further to claim, ‗Taiwan is a like-minded democracy and the relationship between the 

Taiwanese and the Parliament is stronger than any other relationship‘.  

This is not to say the Chinese are not engaged in the same type of diplomacy, albeit 

more targeted, and one interviewee claimed that while ‗The Taiwanese are active 

lobbyists, the Chinese are more successful lobbyists‘. One interviewee claimed that the 

Chinese aggressively court members of the Government—‘they send them to China and 

give them access at all levels‘.
38

 This is certainly true of the Senate‘s Foreign Affairs, 

Trade and Defence Committee, which in undertaking a comprehensive inquiry into the 

Australia–China relationship, accepted an invitation to visit China as guests of the 

Chinese Government. In many instances, there is a good deal of hypocrisy at play. For 

while some parliamentarians are critical of the way the two Chinas conduct their 

diplomacy in the Pacific, in the local version of cheque-book diplomacy, many 

parliamentarians enjoy the benefits of generously funded China trips. 

In March 2005 China passed an anti-secession law making it ‗illegal‘ for Taiwan to 

secede from China—and mandating military action by the People‘s Liberation Army 

should Taiwan formally declare independence. The passing of this law received little 

attention in Parliament. While it could be argued that the anti-secession law represented 

a rearticulation, rather than a change of position, it is possible that any misgivings 

parliamentarians might have had about the law were shelved by Ambassador Madame 

Fu Ying, who on 15 March 2005, addressed a cross-party meeting at Parliament House 

to explain the law.
39

 On the same day Senator Bob Brown presented a motion opposing 

the law.
40

 The motion was only supported by 7 Greens and Democrats senators. In the 

House the only MP to note the passing of the anti-secession law was marked by a 

                                                 
38. Former member of the Victorian Parliament, Victor Perton, indicates that this is also 

taking place at state level and that many Victorian parliamentarians are seduced by 

‗lavish‘ official hospitality and sponsored trips to China, see Tom Hyland, ‗Hard Power, 

Soft Targets‘, Age, 11 November 2007, p. 15.  

39. While the Chinese Embassy would later release a statement suggesting that ‗The 

Members of Parliament felt Fu Ying‘s speech was of great help to facilitate their 

understanding of China‘s position in [sic] Taiwan question‘, White House spokesman 

Scott McClellan described the law as ‗unhelpful and something that runs counter to 

recent trends toward a warming in cross-strait relations‘, ‗Ambassador Fu Ying 

Addresses Australian Parliament on China‘s Anti-Secession Law‘, Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs of the People‘s Republic of China, 22 March 2005, and ABC Radio ‗China‘s 

anti-secession law ‗empty‘: experts‘, PM, 9 March 2005.  

40. The motion read, ‗That the Senate opposes China‘s ―anti-secession‖ laws which would 

mandate the use of military force if the Taiwanese people opt for independence‘, 

‗Foreign Affairs: China‘, Senate, Debates, 15 March 2005, p. 50.  
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speech by Michael Danby.
41

 The Chinese were clearly attuned to the parliamentary 

reaction for when the official Australian Parliamentary Delegation visited China in 

April 2005, a month later, the Chinese expressed their appreciation that Australia had 

adhered to the one China policy and it was ‗noted‘ that the Senate had rejected Senator 

Brown‘s motion opposing the law.
42

  

The question of Chinese Government influence is occasionally given consideration at 

Senate Estimates, when Opposition and minor party representatives can probe ministers 

and departmental officials about the interaction that takes place with the Chinese 

Government. We see an example of this during a hearing in May 2007, in which ALP 

Senator for New South Wales, John Faulkner, quizzes the First Assistant Secretary of 

DFAT‘s North Asia Division, Peter Baxter, about the representations that were made to 

the Department in the lead up to the Dalai Lama‘s visit in 2007: 

Senator FAULKNER—What, if any, involvement has DFAT had in the pending 

visit of the Dalai Lama? In other words, are officials assisting in organising the Dalai 

Lama‘s visit? 

Mr Baxter—No. Officials are not assisting in organising the Dalai Lama‘s visit in 

terms of organising or facilitating his program. The Dalai Lama is visiting Australia 

in his position as a significant religious leader and his visit is being organised by 

Tibetan support groups within Australia. 

Senator FAULKNER—Are you aware of any engagements that have been made or 

scheduled with the Prime Minister, ministers or other government officials? 

Mr Baxter—I can only speak for our portfolio. The Minister for Foreign Affairs 

said, a little over a week ago, that he would not be available to meet the Dalai Lama 

on this visit. In terms of the Prime Minister, that is outside our portfolio 

responsibilities. 

Senator FAULKNER—Was a meeting requested with the foreign minister by the 

Dalai Lama? 

Mr Baxter—Yes, it was. As we understand it, the Tibetan affairs office in Australia 

has approached a number of political leaders on both sides of politics. 

                                                 
41. In March 2006, the Chairman of the Australia–Taiwan Parliamentary Friendship Group, 

Margaret May, also spoke at a seminar in Taiwan to mark the one-year anniversary of the 

anti-secession law coming into effect.  

42. Report of the Australian Parliamentary Delegation to China and Mongolia, Parliament 

of the Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra, October 2005, p. 26. 
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Senator FAULKNER—Yes, I think that is true. Has the government received 

representations from the Chinese in respect of the Dalai Lama‘s visit? 

Mr Baxter—Yes, we have. 

Senator FAULKNER—Could you indicate the nature of those representations? 

Mr Baxter—The Chinese position on the Dalai Lama is well known. The Chinese 

have raised with us in bilateral meetings their concerns about the visit, and on 17 May 

in a press conference in Beijing China‘s Ministry of Foreign Affairs spokesperson 

restated Beijing‘s well-known position on the Dalai Lama and the Tibet question, 

opposing meetings by political leaders with the Dalai Lama. In those comments the 

ministry of foreign affairs in Beijing did not mention Australia specifically, or 

Australian leaders. 

Senator FAULKNER—But in terms of direct contact with DFAT itself, has that 

been quite substantial? 

Mr Baxter—There have been a number of representations made by Chinese 

representatives in Australia and during visits to China by Australian ministers and 

officials.
43

 

While the matter was not pursued by Senator Faulkner, it would have been interesting 

to know more about the nature of these representations.  

Respondents to the parliamentary questionnaire were asked whether they had received 

representations from Chinese officials about the political status of Taiwan, the rights of 

workers to collectively organise in China, the activities of Falun Gong practitioners in 

Australia or the political status of Tibet.
44

  

                                                 
43. Senate Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade, Budget Estimates, 

28 May 2007, p. 15. 

44. In the week prior to the distribution of the questionnaire, the Dalai Lama visited 

Canberra, giving renewed attention to China‘s human rights record in Tibet.  
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Figure 8—Have you ever received representations from Chinese Government officials 

about: 

 
These responses suggest the Chinese Government, or Chinese Embassy in Canberra, is 

an active advocate when it comes to the political status of Taiwan and the activities of 

Falun Gong practitioners in Australia. When asked if the Chinese engaged 

parliamentarians any differently from nationals from other countries it was suggested 

that, with the Chinese (PRC), ‗there is no unofficial line and that the Chinese do not 

deviate from the set text‘; ‗what is reported in the news is what is said in meetings; the 

message is unchanged‘. 

While some interviewees consider the notion of Chinese soft power an aberration, or 

the ultimate oxymoron, others feel that some parliamentarians have become so well-

disposed towards China that they are no longer objective. It is argued by some that 

China‘s image is now so positive that ‗the message about human rights cannot get 

through‘ or that ‗people with commitments to human rights are losing the battle‘. 

Others claim that China‘s image is so positive that Parliament has overlooked China‘s 

rising military expenditure.  

The majority of parliamentarians envisage China‘s rise as peaceful. By and large it is 

considered that China‘s central concerns are domestic—maintaining growth, dealing 

with inequities in the distribution of wealth and maintaining internal political stability. 

A number of interviewees made a point of stating that they did not consider China‘s 

rise a threat and numerous interviewees identified China as a non-expansionary power: 

‗Modern China is not a threat, China is now being led by a class of very well-educated 
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officials‘; ‗China is primarily concerned with developing standards of living‘.
45

 In 

regard to increased Chinese military expenditure, another interviewee claimed: ‗Even if 

it‘s increased by 17.6% it is developing from such a low base that it is of little concern‘. 

Some went further and suggested, ‗China does not get enough credit for its work as a 

peacemaker (principally in North Korea)‘.  

Numerous respondents to the questionnaire offered comment about important 

collaborative exchanges that have been taking place between the two nations. These 

extended from the interaction between education sectors (and the positive effect of 

overseas Chinese students in Australian schools and tertiary institutions), to cooperative 

endeavours surrounding preparations for the Beijing Olympics, to the contribution 

being made by CPA Australia to accounting professional services and standards in 

China/Hong Kong. Another respondent drew attention to the interaction that takes place 

with China through the United Nations (UN), particularly through the United Nations 

Security Council.  

Committee Work 

Respondents to the parliamentary questionnaire were asked whether they believed that 

the Senate Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade or the Joint 

Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade can influence Australian 

foreign policy.
46

 A total of 57% of respondents felt that these two committees can 

influence policy. Those who held this view were asked to provide an example. Many 

respondents identified the general capacity of the committees to influence ministerial or 

                                                 
45. However, this sentiment is not universal. Senator Christine Milne claims, ‗In my view, 

we are going to see pressure for territorial expansion from China because of the huge 

weight of population and the consequent environmental scarcity‘. ‗Delegation Reports: 

Parliamentary Delegation to China and Mongolia‘, Senate, Debates, 7 November 2005. 

46. In December 2003 the Senate‘s Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade References 

Committee released a report titled, The (not quite) White Paper: Australia’s foreign 

affairs and trade policy, Advancing the National Interest. The report advocates for the 

increased parliamentary participation in the foreign policy process through JSCFADT. 

Recommendation 1 proposed, ‗The Committee recommends that upon the 

commissioning of any future White Paper, the Minister for Foreign Affairs shall refer the 

proposal to the parliament‘s Joint Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs, Defence and 

Trade (JSCFADT). The Joint Committee shall undertake broad public consultations 

regarding the proposed content of the White Paper, and shall report its findings to the 

parliament. The report shall inform the development, by government, of the White Paper, 

and shall be published along with the White Paper as an accompanying document‘. This 

recommendation was not accepted by the government. 




