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From 4-6 March, the Prime Minister of Australia, the Hon Anthony Albanese MP,
hosted a Special Summit to commemorate the 50th Anniversary of ASEAN-
Australia Dialogue Relations in Melbourne.  

The Special Summit marked a significant milestone in the partnership between
ASEAN and Australia, with its sights set on a new era in the relationship. The
Summit focused on bringing the 2021 Comprehensive Strategic Partnership to life,
to advance shared policy interests, deepen networks across the region, and
strengthen cooperation in an increasingly contested region faced with complex
environmental challenges, economic uncertainty and strategic competition. 
  
To complement the Leaders’ program, the Australian Government partnered with
Asialink to deliver the Emerging Leaders’ Dialogue, bringing together 65 emerging
leaders and 42 expert speakers from across ASEAN, Timor Leste and Australia. Over
a two-and-a-half day dialogue they examined the key issues shaping our future.
Drawing on their unique areas of expertise, the Emerging Leaders proposed
collaborative solutions to many pressing challenges.   

You will see some of this very rich discussion reflected in this Op-Ed series of
articles, which Asialink commissioned from participants. Tackling issues ranging
from education to food security, artificial intelligence to the green economy, this
series exemplifies the depth and breadth of knowledge and creativity in finding
shared solutions and the complementarities between Australia and ASEAN
member states in working together to achieve progress. 

Whether it be calling for the simplification of regulatory barriers to help accelerate
the digital economy, to seeking meaningful inroads into Green Energy financing,
to greater civic engagement in realising the Sustainable Development Goals, to
celebrating a more integrated approach to security cooperation, these articles
highlight how thoughtful and committed our Emerging Leaders are to playing
their part in driving prosperity and collaboration within our region.  
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As we face intensified geopolitical competition and
transnational challenges such as climate change, sustained
collaboration between ASEAN and Australia has never been
more critical for securing our region’s future. We thank the
Emerging Leaders, and particularly our authors, for sharing
their ideas about how this might be done. 
 
Martine Letts 
Group CEO, Asialink 
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2.00 PM Participants Check In At Dorsett Hotel

3.15 PM Marshmallow Laser Feast Exhibition at ACMI

5.00 PM Networking Dinner at Taxi Kitchen

6.30 PM Global Indigenous Runway at Melbourne Museum

AGENDA FOR DAY 1
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8:30 AM
Participant Arrival and Registration at Melbourne Convention and
Exhibition Centre

9:00 AM Welcome to Country and Opening Remarks 

9:45 AM Session 1: Engaging with Geopolitical Risk in the Indo-Pacific 

10:45 AM Morning Tea 

11:15 AM 
Session 2: Bolstering Regional Resilience Through Norms and
Cooperation

12:45 PM Family Photo 

12:50 PM Lunch 

2:00 PM 
Session 3: Inclusive and Resilient Economic Growth – the Role of
ASEAN-Australia Trade and Investment 

2:55 PM Afternoon Tea 

3:20 PM 
Breakout Room 1: Digital Entrepreneurship  
Breakout Room 2: Employment, Skills and Education 

4:20 PM Participants Return to Hotel  

5:45 PM  Networking Emerging Leaders’ Reception at RMIT 

7:15 PM Emerging Artists Showcase at RMIT 

AGENDA FOR DAY 2
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8:00 AM Participant Arrival 

9:00 AM Session 5: Health Diplomacy

9:30 AM
Session 6: Accelerating the Clean Energy Transition – ASEAN and
Australian Perspectives 

10:30 AM Morning Tea 

10.55 AM 
Session 7: Sustainable Development Goals – Inclusive Policies,
Economies, Businesses and Societies 

12:30 PM Short Break

12:45 PM Session 8: World Café - Changemaking and Leadership

2:45 PM Closing Remarks

3:15 PM End of Summit 

AGENDA FOR DAY 3
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Leaders from the ten ASEAN nations, plus Timor Leste, gathered 
in Melbourne in early March to reflect on a 50-year history of collaboration with
Australia and to discuss pressing regional challenges and economic opportunities.  
 
Trade and investment were the centrepiece themes, with Australia keen to deliver
on the recommendations made in last year’s “Invested: Australia’s Southeast Asia
Economic Strategy to 2040” report from Special Envoy for Southeast Asia, Nicholas
Moore AO. By the end of the ASEAN-Australia Special Summit, the Federal
Government had announced a $2 billion Southeast Asia Investment Financing
Facility (SEAIFF); 10 “business champions” charged with fostering greater
commercial links between Australia and ASEAN; and regional technology “Landing
Pads” in Jakarta and Ho Chi Minh City, among other initiatives to boost trade and
investment between Australia and its ASEAN neighbours.  
 
These initiatives are welcome when we reflect that, currently, Australia invests less
in the entire Southeast Asian region than it does in New Zealand, or that by 2040,
the Southeast Asian economies combined are projected to rank fourth -largest
globally (after the United States, China and India). As Prime Minister Anthony
Albanese reminded delegates throughout the week, this represents a significant
opportunity for our shared economic prosperity: “When our region prospers,
Australia prospers.” 
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HOW INVESTED ARE WE IN UNDERSTANDING OUR
ASEAN NEIGHBOURS?
By Elena Williams
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Investing in the ASEAN-Australia relationship requires more
than summits, trade deals and visiting delegations. It urgently
requires a long-term, substantial funding re-set in the study
of Southeast Asian languages and cultures here in Australia,
writes Elena Williams. 

https://www.dfat.gov.au/sites/default/files/invested-southeast-asia-economic-strategy-2040.pdf
https://www.dfat.gov.au/sites/default/files/invested-southeast-asia-economic-strategy-2040.pdf
https://www.pm.gov.au/media/2-billion-investment-facility-support-business-engagement-southeast-asia
https://www.pm.gov.au/media/2-billion-investment-facility-support-business-engagement-southeast-asia


Certainly, the economic argument is both compelling and important. But building
ties with our ASEAN neighbours requires broader investment than these packages
alone can offer. It also requires the sustained, long-term, whole-of-government
investment in Southeast Asia literacy and competency at home among young
Australians to equip them with the requisite skills to work in and with ASEAN
nations as part of their future careers. 

In Australia today, only 11 tertiary institutions offer Indonesian language, and only
five offer Vietnamese, despite Vietnamese now being the fourth most widely
spoken language in Australia after English.

Other Southeast Asian languages, such as Cambodian, Javanese and Filipino have
“entirely disappeared” from Australian tertiary degrees. How are Australian
graduates to build better ties with our ASEAN neighbours if they hold no
understanding of its languages or cultures?  

The Moore report acknowledges this gap through the “Education and Skills”
priority, noting that, “increasing cultural literacy and capability is key to realising
the breadth of opportunities in Southeast Asia". 
 
Yet, aside from the announcement of further Aus4ASEAN scholarships and
fellowships for Southeast Asians to study in Australia, education was otherwise
barely discussed in the Summit, with little mention of the ways Australians might
develop the language and cultural skillsets to help Australia “prosper” in the
region. 
 
This is alarming in many ways, not least because it sends a message that the work
of building deeper people-to-people ties can, essentially, be done in English. It
does not address the fact that enrolment numbers in Southeast Asian languages
across all levels, in all Australian jurisdictions, have been dwindling for more than
two decades.  
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https://asaa.asn.au/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/Australias-Asia-Education-Imperative.pdf
https://www.dfat.gov.au/people-to-people/australia-awards/participating-countries/australia-asean-scholarships


In 2022, only 560 Australian students studied a Southeast Asian language as part of
their university degree. This is despite more than 32,000 Australian
undergraduates travelling to Southeast Asia in the past decade as part of the New
Colombo Plan (NCP) scholarship program, marking the highest-ever rates of
outbound student mobility to the region. 
 
The NCP has undoubtedly been a game changer in driving learning in our region
since 2014. Yet, in my research on the impact of the NCP on Australia-Indonesia
relationship building, the gap between an NCP study abroad experience and the
opportunities for continued language study or employment, are markedly clear.  
 
Speaking with 83 NCP alumni who studied in Indonesia through the Australian
Consortium for ‘In-Country’ Indonesian Studies (ACICIS) programs between 2014
and 2019, I repeatedly heard stories of alumni who returned to Australia and were
unable to continue their language studies due to 
Indonesian no longer being offered at their institution or were unable to find
employment leveraging their newfound ‘Asia-literate’ skillsets. According to one
University of NSW NCP alumnus:  

The comments highlight an eagerness among NCP returnees to contribute to
Australia’s relationship-building with ASEAN, yet a lack of opportunity within their
institutions and among industry. 

I had gotten to the level of basic Indonesian [in-country] and wanted to
continue it. So, I looked into continuing Indonesian…but at UNSW, despite
being in the most Indonesian suburb of Sydney, there’s no Indonesian
offered anymore… and so I just stopped learning.

We're telling students, ‘You’ve got to study the language, you’ve got to do
business up there.’ But if there's no light at the end of the tunnel with
respect to jobs, well why are they going to do it?  

“

“

”

”

Another student, a Murdoch University alumnus who studied business in Jakarta,
questioned assumptions of a correlation between NCP experience, language
learning and guaranteed employment: 
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https://www.acicis.edu.au/wp-content/uploads/2024/02/20240220__2001-2022_DE_EFTSL-DATA_LANGUAGES_DECK.pdf
https://chl.anu.edu.au/people/elena-williams-0
https://chl.anu.edu.au/people/elena-williams-0


https://chl.anu.edu.au/people/elena-williams-0
https://aseanaustralia.pmc.gov.au/resources/emerging-leaders
https://anu-reporter.dev/all-stories/how-invested-are-we-in-understanding-our-asean-neighbours
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