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Influence Creep? 
Australia Well-Equipped to Hold Its Own

Power only 
becomes influence 
when there is 
evidence that a 
target country 
has changed its 
stance or policy 
to be more in line 
with Beijing’s 
preferences.   

Bu r g e o n i n g  t r a d e , 
investment and people-
to-people l inks have 

stirred debate about whether 
A u s t r a l i a  h a s  b e c o m e 
v u l n e r a b l e  t o  C h i n e s e 
government influence. 

T h e  A u s t r a l i a n  Tr a d e 
Commission notes that the last 
time Australia had a bilateral 
trade relationship as significant 
as its one with China now was 
back in 1952-53 with the UK.  
Australia is second only to the 
US as a host country for large-
scale Chinese overseas direct 
investment. And Mandarin 
i s  n o w  t h e  s e c o n d  m o s t 
commonly spoken language 
in Australia behind English. 

Ye t  i n  c o n t e m p l a t i n g 
Chinese inf luence, Evelyn 
Goh, Professor of Strategic 
St ud ies  at  t he  Au st ra l ia n 
National University (ANU) 
makes a crucial distinction: 
there is a difference between 
power as resources and power 
as inf luence. As the world’s 
s e c on d  l a r g e s t  e c on o my, 
and with the world’s largest 
popu lat ion, China pla in ly 
ha s  re sou rce s .  But  power 
only becomes inf luence when 
there is evidence that a target 
country has changed its stance 
or policy to be more in line 
with Beijing’s preferences.   

Despite apparently having 
both the means and motives, a 
2013 study of the effectiveness 
of China’s economic statecraft 
b y  Un i v e r s i t y  o f  S y d n e y 
international relations expert 
James Reilly highlighted that 
Au st ra l ia  had not  proven 
v u l n e r a b l e  t o  C h i n e s e 
coerc ion .  He  re t u r ne d to 
this conclusion this year in a 
talk to the Australia-China 
Relations Institute, stating, 
‘Beij i ng hopes  to  fos ter  a 
domestic political climate in 
Australia that is supportive 
of Chinese investment and 
trade, something that China 

actually has had a great deal 
of difficulty in doing in recent 
months. China is , I think, 
very unlikely to try to even 
leverage its economic influence 
in Australia through coercion 
a nd i s  e ven le s s  l i ke ly  to 
succeed.’ 

A  s u r v e y  o f  r e c e n t 
developments suggests this 
conclusion – that Australia has 
continued to be resistant to 
Chinese influence – rings true. 
Certainly, deepening l inks 
with China have not stopped 
the Australian government 
from vigorously supporting the 
US alliance or from criticising 
the Chinese government. 

On the eve of his departure 
to deliver a keynote address 
at the Shangri-La Dialogue 
in Singapore in June, Prime 
Minister  Malcolm Turnbull 
declared that  the Australia-
U S  a l l i a n c e  w a s  ‘ m o r e 
important than ever.’ This 
was despite murmurings from 
some prominent Australian 
voic e s  a b out  d ivergenc e s 
in Australian interests and 
values with the current US 
ad m i n is t rat ion .  A nd i n  a 
leaked transcript of Prime 
Minister Turnbull’s January 28 
phone call with US President 
Dona ld Trump, t he Pr ime 
M i n is ter  s ig ned of f  w it h, 
‘You can count on me. I will 
be there aga in and again.’ 
More  recent ly,  t he  Pr i me 
Minister said of the alliance 
in an August 11 interview, 
‘In terms of defence, we are 
joined at the hip.’ He reiterated 
this in another interview on 
September 6, stat ing, ‘Our 
a l l iance is absolutely rock 
s ol id .  We c on f i r me d a nd 
affirmed our alliance. We have 
America’s back. America has 
our back. We are joined at the 
hip.’

E a r l i e r  t h i s  y e a r  i n 
t w o   m a j o r   s p e e c h e s   t o 
i n t e r n a t i o n a l  f o r u m s 

Australian Foreign Minister 
Ju l i e  B i s h o p  e n u n c i a t e d 
support for a position where 
China’s rise is balanced by 
an expanded US role in the 
I nd o -P a c i f i c  re g ion .  S he 
e ve n  d e l i ve re d  t he  b lu nt 
message  that unless China 
e m b r a c e d  d e m o c r a t i c 
institutions and habits it could 
not be counted upon to resolve 
disagreements in accordance 
with international law, nor 
cou ld it  hope to reach it s 
economic potential. 

It  i s  t r ue t hat  Aust ra l ia 
has permit ted substa nt ia l 
Chinese investment in critical 
infrastructure such as electricity 
networks  and  ports. Critics 
have argued that the security 
vetting of these investments 

ha s  not  be en su f f ic ient ly 
rigorous or discerning, thus 
p ot e nt i a l l y  u nd e r m i n i n g 
Australian decision-making 
sovereignty.

T h e  2 0 1 5  s a l e  o f  t h e 
lease to operate the Port of 
Darwin to a Chinese private 
compa ny i s   u sed  a s  t he i r 
ba nner case .  Yet  a  rev iew 
into the Port of Darwin sale 
saw leaders  of  Aust ra l ia n 
security agencies  reject ing 
wholesa le   t he not ion t hat 
t here  wa s  a ny pos s ibi l i t y 
nat iona l security could be 
compromised. In reference to 
claims that operating the port 
could facilitate spying by the 
Chinese state, then-Defence 
Secretary Dennis Richardson 
said, ‘These issues, when you 
examine them, melt like butter 
sitting on a car bonnet on a hot 
day.’

I n  2016 ,  t he  Au st ra l ia n 
Treasurer blocked t he $10 
billion sale of a 50.4 percent 
stake in Austra lia’s largest 
energy network, Ausgrid to 
two Chinese bidders, citing 
national security concerns. It 
was reported that this decision 
was based on the unequivocal 
a d v i c e  o f  a l l  Au s t r a l i a ’s 
national security agencies. The 
Treasurer also blocked the sale 
of cattle empire S. Kidman & 
Co. to a Chinese buyer on two 
occasions, simply stating that 
he did not consider the sale in 
Australia’s national interest. 
The sale was only approved 
after the bid was restructured 
and Chinese interests were 
whittled down to a one-third 
minority stake. 

In short, when the situation 
warrants it, Australia seems 
to have no qualms in rejecting 
Chinese investment. But it 
also has sufficient confidence 
in its regulatory processes to 
welcome investment when it 
serves the national interest.

Australia has also proven 

The point is 
obvious: When 
cases of nationalist 
agitation arise, 
Australian 
universities still 
possess the ready 
ability to preserve 
academic freedom.  JAMES 
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that it can act when it deems 
its regulatory processes require 
strengthening. For example, 
the Australian government 
this year established a Critical 
Infrastructure Centre within 
t h e  A t t o r n e y - G e n e r a l ’s 
Depa r t ment to u nder ta ke 
assessments of federal, state 
and privately-owned critical 
infrastructure and advise the 
Foreign Investment Review 
Board of national security risks 
such as potential for sabotage, 
espionage and coercion. The 
Australian government has 
a l so  i n it iated a  rev iew of 
Aust ra l ia’s  espionage a nd 
foreign interference laws, with 
a view to introducing reforms 
before the year’s end. 

There is more evidence to 
support the asser t ion that 
Beijing has been successful 
in inf luencing other areas of 
Australian society, such as 
local Chinese-language media. 
Wanning Sun, professor of 
Media and Communication 
Studies at the University of 
Technology Sydney, observes 
that, ‘China has made it clear 
that Chinese migrant media 
are the vehicle with which they 
seek to engage in a two-phase 
process of communication: 
f i r s t ,  t h e  s t a t e  C h i n e s e 
media set out to inf luence 
d iaspor ic  Ch i nese med ia ; 
second, the diasporic media 
are expected to inf luence the 
mainstream host media.’ And 
she adds that in Australia’s 
Ch i nese-la ng u a ge  med ia , 
‘there has been a clear shift 
from media representations 
of  C h i na  t hat  a re  mos t ly 
cr it ica l to representat ions 
that are sympathetic or even 
supportive.’  

B ut  P r ofe s s or  Su n  a l s o 
concludes that ‘there is little 
c l e a r  e v id e nc e  t h a t  s u c h 
‘ loca lised ’ propaganda has 
a direct impact on Chinese-
s p e a k i n g  a u d i e n c e s ,  l e t 

alone the broader Australian 
community.’ This is because 
Chinese audiences harbour 
an innate scepticism towards 
state propaganda and those 
that are better educated access 
news and current affairs from 
a variety of sources. 

This year there have been 
increasing reports of Chinese 
g o v e r n m e n t  a t t e m p t s  t o 
influence Australian university 
lecture and tutorial content 
through fermenting protests 
by  C h i ne s e  i nter nat iona l 
s t udent s .  Objec t ions  to  a 
Sydney University lecturer’s 
use of a map showing Chinese-
claimed territory as part of 
India resulted in an apology 
by the academic. So too did 
complaints against an ANU 
lec t u rer  who t ra ns lated a 
warning about cheating into 
Chinese language. Meanwhile, 
a Monash University lecturer 
w a s  su sp ende d  fo l low i ng 
the inclusion of a question 
in a quiz that some students 
deemed made fun of Chinese 
officials. 

Most recently, a Newcastle 
U n i v e r s i t y  l e c t u r e r  w a s 
confronted by some Chinese 
students for listing Taiwan as 
a ‘country’ – a secret recording 
of  which was prov ided to 
Ch i nese-la ng u a ge  med ia . 
But in this case, Newcast le 

Un i ve r s i t y  re s p ond e d  by 
rebuking the course of action 
ta ken by it s  s t udents  a nd 
made no demands the lecturer 
apologise. 

The point is obvious: when 
cases of nationalist agitation 
arise, Australian universities 
still possess the ready ability to 
preserve academic freedom.  

At the same time, some of the 
language used in mainstream 
media in response to these 
incidents that involve a small 
fraction of the 160,000 Chinese 
students in Austra l ia goes 
beyond the available evidence. 
There is no ‘war being waged 
by  C h i ne s e  i nter nat iona l 
s t u d e n t s . ’  T h e  C h i n e s e 
s t u d e nt  c o h o r t  d o e s  n o t 
embody ‘racial chauvinism,’ 
which one commentator now 
claims Beijing is exporting to 
Australian shores. 

To be sure, Chinese students 
can – and do – come under 
pressure from the Chinese 
e m b a s s y,  c on s u l a t e s  a n d 
their peers to toe the party 
line, seemingly more so now 
than in the past. This means 
there is a genuine need for 
Austra l ia n universit ies to 
better connect with Chinese 
students and support their 
freedom of expression. But this 
is only made more diff icult 
by promot ing a simpl ist ic 

na r rat ive  wh ich seems to 
demand that Chinese students 
either disavow their support of 
Chinese government positions 
or be dismissed and labelled as 
brainwashed by communist 
propaganda.    

Australia needs to remain 
v ig i l a nt  a s  i t s  l i n k s  w it h 
China grow. But the fact that 
instances of perceived Chinese 
government inf luence a re 
so regularly identif ied and 
investigated, sometimes with 
only modest evidence found, 
is perhaps the most emphatic 
reason to be confident that 
Australia is in litt le danger 
of surrendering its decision-
making sovereignty.    
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In short, when the 
situation warrants 
it, Australia seems 
to have no qualms 
in rejecting Chinese 
investment. But it 
also has sufficient 
confidence in 
its regulatory 
processes 
to welcome 
investment when it 
serves the national 
interest.
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