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Foreword

Between 7 and 11 November 2011, I was pleased to lead a delegation of the
Parliament’s Joint Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade to
Timor-Leste and Indonesia.

The principal purpose of the visit was to meet and conduct discussions with
counterpart committees in the national parliaments of Indonesia and Timor-Leste.
In doing so, the Committee sought to deepen the connection with counterparts in
these parliaments and to help build Australia’s relationship with Indonesia and
Timor-Leste.

The visit followed the proposal made by the Presiding Officers in 2008 for an
exchange program with the foreign affairs committee of the Indonesian
Parliament, and first recommended in the Committee’s report of its major inquiry
into Australia’s relationship with Indonesia, entitled Near Neighbours — Good
Neighbours.

The Near Neighbours report noted that such meetings would represent a ‘valuable
connection” between the foreign affairs committees of the parliaments and would
allow “for both parties to air concerns, exchange viewpoints and, on occasion, to
clarify misunderstandings.’

Following as it did the decision of the Australian Government to suspend the live
cattle trade with Indonesia and the emergence of the issue of Indonesian minors
being held in detention in Australia, the delegation’s visit to Indonesia provided
exactly this opportunity for concerns to be aired and viewpoints to be exchanged.

The delegation was pleased to note that despite these irritants, the relationship
with Indonesia is now of such breadth and depth that the relationship can
withstand such challenges.

Nevertheless, the delegation is of the view that Australian governments should at
all times adopt a respectful mode of communication and dialogue with Indonesia
and Timor-Leste. An element of this should be, wherever possible, a ‘no surprises’
approach towards our neighbours.
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I am pleased to note that following its visit the Committee commenced an inquiry
into Australia’s relationship with Timor-Leste. This is timely as the United Nations
mandate has now expired and the Australian-led International Stabilisation Force
has departed the country. It is an appropriate time to be recasting the relationship
in Timor-Leste’s post-Independence era. Challenges continue to emerge in this
relationship too and the inquiry represents an opportunity for the Committee to
assist in helping navigate a way through.

A theme which emerged in both Timor-Leste and Indonesia was that Australia’s
trade relationship with both countries is significantly underdone, particularly
given the significance of the broader relationship between our countries.

In addition to the acknowledgments listed in the report, I express particular
thanks to the Embassy in Jakarta for arranging an opportunity for me to
participate in an interview on a national television show in Indonesia. This gave
me the opportunity to emphasise the value and importance Australian
parliamentarians place on our relationship with Indonesia.

The delegation hopes that exchanges between the foreign affairs, defence and
trade committees of the Australian, Indonesian and Timor-Leste parliaments will
take place on a regular basis, and continue to assist with strengthening the bonds
of friendship and facilitating greater understanding between our countries.

The Hon Michael Danby MP
Delegation Leader
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