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The Australian Academy of the Humanities (AAH) welcomes the House Standing Committee on
Education’s Inquiry into Building Asia Capability — a complex national challenge, which requires
sustained and bipartisan support and action. Thank you for the opportunity to respond to the
Inquiry’s Terms of Reference (ToR).

Who we are

We are one of Australia’s five Learned Academies. Our Asian Studies Section includes many of the
nation’s foremost experts in Asia capability including Sinologists, Indonesianists, experts in
languages policy, Asian languages, politics and governance, media and communications,

linguistics, society and culture, and history.!

We are deeply concerned about the decline of Asia capability in Australia, and have conducted a
series of reports to build an evidence base and contribute possible solutions to policymakers and

education, training and research providers:

e Ourlandmark 2023 report on Australia’s China Knowledge Capability (funded by a grant through
the National Foundation for Australia-China Relations), provided an in-depth analysis of the
sector, signaling alarm about declining expertise, poor pipelines, a trend towards generalisation
of curricula, and declining student enrolments.?

e Following this report, we prepared a paper on Australia’s Asia Literacy for the First Secretaries

Group.

e Our Fellows led a 2024 report, with the Australian Council for Learned Academies (ACOLA), on
Mapping Australia’s Indonesia Research Capacity for the Department of Foreign Affairs and
Trade’s (DFAT) KONEKSI program.?

e We have examined in detail the state of the humanities and conditions for collaboration in seven
Asian countries with individual country/region reports for China, Hong Kong, Indonesia, Japan,
Koreaq, Singapore and India, and a summary report on Australian—Asian Research Collaborations
in the Humanities (2020-21).4

e For Australia’s Chief Scientist, through ACOLA, we led two studies on Asia capability:

! https://humanities.org.au/fellows/find-fellows/

2 https://humanities.org.au/our-work/projects/australias-china-knowledge-capability/

3 https://humanities.org.au/power-of-the-humanities/we-understand-indonesia-better-than-ever-before-but-

we-cant-become-complacent/

4 https://humanities.org.au/our-work/lasp-asia-v2/ and https://humanities.org.au/wp-
content/uploads/2021/08/Australia-Asia-Collaboration-Volume-1.pdf
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o Smart Engagement with Asia: Leveraging Language, Research & Culture (2015)5, and

o Australia’s Diaspora Advantage: Realising the Potential for Building Transnational
Business Networks with Asia (2016).8

The implications of the loss of Asia capability impacts on Australia’s social cohesion, economic
growth, strategic positioning, and capacity to serve our appropriate role in supporting regional
development.

We would be pleased to convene our expertise to support any aspect of the Inquiry.

Summary Recommendations

Coordinated sector-based approaches in education and research, in a federated system, can
produce the Asia capability Australia needs.

1. The Australian Government should
1.1 commission a bipartisan National Asia Capability Strategy reinforced by an annual
statement to Parliament; and
1.2. create a ‘List of Critical Asia Capabilities in the National Interest’ modelled on the List
of Critical Technologies in the National Interest.
2. The Department of Education, with support from States and Independent School Peak
Bodies, should
21. develop a set of national Asia capability indicators focused on the entire pipeline;
and
2.2. survey the state of Asian language training by country in schools and universities
and differentiate numbers of domestic students from native/heritage speakers
and/or international students.
3. The Australian Tertiary Education Commission (ATEC), with support from Australia’s
Learned Academies, should
3.1 acknowledge Asia Capability as one of Australia’s priority national capabilities,
monitor national gaps and opportunities, and set benchmarks, through mission-
based compacts; and
3.2 establish an Annual National Networking Forum for Australian universities to report
on benchmarks and share resources.
4.  The Department of Industry, Science, and Resources (DISR) through its R&D levers, should
41. use the Strategic Examination of R&D (SERD) to strategise uplift across the Australian
Public Service in collaboration with the research sector; and
42. align Asia capability outcomes with existing national priority programs (National
Science and Research priorities and research infrastructure programs) and State
investment priorities.
5.  The Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT) should extend the New Colombo Plan
to provide scholarships for advanced and postgraduate studies in Asia.
6.  Jobs and Skills Australia (JSA) should identify Asia literacy and capability in the National
Skills Taxonomy, ensuring these competencies are recognised and prioritised across
education and workforce systems.

5 https://acola.org/engaging-with-asia-saf03/

8 https://acola.org/transnational-business-networks-safll/
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Why Asia Capability Matters

Australia’s postwar investment in Asia capability enabled Australians to connect in our region, and
the rest of the world, and facilitated Australia’s prosperous entry into the 21st century. That legacy is
now failing to deliver the sustained and coordinated progress necessary to match our national
needs in 2025 and beyond.

For the last 20 years, Australia’s collective knowledge of Asia has developed without a coordinated
strategy. Efforts to broaden Asia literacy and capability have been ad hoc, and initiatives have
stalled as political tides have changed.

A refreshed government discourse on the importance of Australian Asian capability is sorely needed.

Australia’s present and ongoing prosperity and security are tied to Asia. As our Australia’s China
Knowledge Capability report made clear: We need Australians who have the cultural competence,
knowledge and capacity to solve complex problems with Asian partners and understand Asia
perspectives and issues with Australians’ interests in mind.

Deep knowledge of a country reduces the risk of strategic miscalculation—a real danger in
an increasingly volatile world. When one nation has the capacity to really understand the
workings of another’s political system, the chances of an escalating cycle of misunderstood
signals and misconceived responses diminishes. — Her Excellency the Honourable Frances
Adamson AC Former Secretary of DFAT and Governor of South Australia’

We support a national Asia capability agenda. In our response here, we draw from our two most
recent reports Australia’s China Knowledge Capability and Mapping Australia’s Indonesia Research
Capacity which lay the groundwork for understanding Australia’s China and Indonesia capability
specifically.®

ToR 1 & 5: Structural enablers and barriers to developing Asia
capability and expectations for whole-of-government

coordination and collaboration
We need an agreed definition of Asia literacy and Asia capability

The AAH supports the Asia Education Foundation’s definition of Asia literacy, which focuses on
breadth: “Knowledge, skills and understandings about the histories, geographies, societies, cultures,
literature and languages of the diverse countries that make up our region”.®

In Australia, whole-of-society Asia literacy uplift and breath is a laudable goal, but sustained Asia
capability needs depth, incorporating:

e Language fluency, time in country, and advanced training in culture, politics, history, economics,
and studies of society and media.

7 Quoted in Australia’s China Knowledge Capability report: https://humanities.org.au/our-
work/projects/australias-china-knowledge-capability/

8 https://humanities.org.au/our-work/projects/australias-china-knowledge-capability/ and
https://humanities.org.au/power-of-the-humanities/we-understand-indonesia-better-than-ever-before-but-
we-cant-become-complacent/

® Asia Literacy and the Australian teaching workforce: Summary report 2013:
https://www.aitsl.edu.au/docs/default-source/default-document-library/asia-literacy-and-the-australian-
teaching-workforce---summary-report.pdf?sfvrsn=acbeec3c_0
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e |tis also the readiness to deploy this knowledge to inform and advance Australia’s interests.”
To ensure a sovereign capability, we need to:

e train enough Australians in foundational, specialised, and core knowledge of Asia so that we are

adequately informed as citizens in our society and at work; and
e generate knowledge about Asia that meets our distinctive needs.

Australia’s diaspora advantage: Australia’s Asian diaspora undoubtedly contributes to Australia’s
Asia literacy and capability, and must not be ignored, taken for granted, or feared. In 2021, 5.8 million
Australians (22.8% of the population) spoke a language other than English at home with varying
proficiency, with several Asian languages being the most common after English." This is a huge

resource.

However, language literacy and knowledge embedded in Australia’s Asian diaspora is not a
substitute for formal education about the region, or the insight provided by scholarly research. It is
crucial to make better use of expertise among the Asian diaspora living in Australia while also
recognising that advanced capability in understanding Asia does not simply emerge as a genetic
capability. Advanced capability in understanding and operating in Asia emerges from having a
cohort of Australians (including of course Asian Austroliqns) who have lived, studied, worked and

sustained engagement with Asia.

Will Al plug the capability gap? In short, no. While Al outputs are improving daily and can be
deployed to good use in the classroom and in report writing and research (matters of data bias
aside), Al is no substitute for human literacy and understanding. Humans will always need language
skills, and cultural/social knowledge to be able to effectively engage with each other. Language
learning is about more than just translation. Oral communication and people-to-people skills are
vital to Australia’s Asia capability, and Al cannot fill that gap.

The tone from leadership matters: The last decade has seen incidents of xenophobic rhetoric from
political leaders. Our research found, the chilling effect created by these actions has been extremely
detrimental to the development of Asia capability. People with such capabilities have hidden their
expertise, changed their research agendas or self-censored to avoid harming their careers or
becoming the focus of attack. Public servants with Chinese heritage have found it difficult to get
security clearance and yet these are the very people with Asia capability.? We need leaders across
the nation to stop using ‘foreign’ as a proxy for ‘suspicious’ or ‘evil and threatening’ if we are to build
a broad-based cohort of Australians with Asia capability. This Inquiry, and the ‘Choose Asia’ initiative

is a welcomed pivot, in the national interest.

We need a whole-of-government approach

Once we agree on what Asia capability is, how do we audit it?

One of the barriers to a whole-of-government approach to Asia capability is the lack of coordination
and data to evidence the national picture. We need a suite of Asia capability indicators — both

10 For further explanation, see Australia’s China Knowledge Capability report: https://humanities.org.au/our-

work/projects/australias-china-knowledge-capability/

I Australian Bureau of Statistics 2021 Population Census. Data on the proficiency of second language speakers is
unavailable but would be helpful in further understanding the extent of this capability.

12 chinese-Australians in the Australian Public Service 2021 Lowy Institute report:
https://www.lowyinstitute.org/sites/default/files/JIANG%2C%20Chinese-

Australians%20in%20APS%2C%20Web Print%20120421.pdf
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qualitative and qualitative — to inform a federated national approach that acknowledges the
different roles and responsibilities of Commonwealth and state governments.

We need rigorous Asia capability indicators

To look at just one part of the system: the Commonwealth Department of Education maintains
student statistics collections, based on annual reporting from Australian universities. These include
student enrolment, load, and completions data. Analysis of this data shows a sustained and
significant decline in domestic university enrolments in Asian languages over the past two decades.

However, the Department does not disaggregate this data to identify country-focused study areas.
The most granular level of reporting on languages is the narrow (six-digit) field of education ‘East
Asian languages': it is not possible to distinguish Chinese from Japanese or Korean. In assessing
Australia’s China offerings, the Inquiry will find the only named field with a specific country focus is
‘traditional Chinese medicine’. Most teaching on Asia occurs within other degree programs, such as
international relations, law, business, or arts. This is a major challenge in tracking capability strengths
and gaps in the tertiary education sector.

RECOMMENDATIONS:

There is a lack of evidence, data and commissioned research on the development pathway for Asian
languages provision and acquisition in schools and into universities at a national level. We
recommend that the Department of Education:

e in consultation with the states and with advice from educational entities, skills and workforce
agencies, and Asia specialists develop a set of national Asia capability indicators focused on the
entire pipeline.

e survey the state of Asian language training by country in schools and universities. Data for both
schools and universities should be able to differentiate numbers of domestic students from
native/heritage speakers and/or international students.

We need coordination between portfolios

Our experience in presenting Australia’s China Knowledge report to the Federal Government was
that there is no ‘home portfolio’ to take ownership of matters of Asia capability.

e The Department of Education does not actively map sovereign capabilities, the tertiary
education sector is market driven, and university offerings (courses and research) are aligned
with market demand, and government funding.

e DFAT is primarily concerned with supporting Australia’s foreign relations agenda. The agency’s
remit does not include matters of education and research or population-level capability.

e DISR has the lion's share of responsibility for Australia’s research and innovation ecosystem with
industry, but they do not actively stimulate social and cultural sovereign capabilities through
funded programs. DISR has carriage of the multi-portfolio SERD, but its panel is unlikely to
recommend stimulation of Asia Capability amongst its industry focused/productivity agenda.

e Australian Research Council (ARC) grants provide the bedrock of funding for Australia’s
domestically funded Asia research programs. However, in the case of China capability, funding
for China research has been declining for the past 15 years. Since 2002, the ARC has awarded
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about one per cent of its funding to China research, through 414 small-scale projects, and only
five investments at the larger, program level. This trend is similar for other Asian countries.”®

RECOMMENDATIONS:
The Australian Government should

e Commission a bipartisan National Asia Capability Strategy endorsed by State and Territory
Education Ministers, reinforced by an annual statement to Parliament on the state of Asia literacy
and capability. The annual statement could model the annual Climate Change Statement which
reports on progress towards national environmental targets.

e Convene a multi-portfolio approach to education, research and innovation with a clear mandate

for sectoral approaches which deliver on a national remit through:

o Department of Education, the new ATEC, National Research Infrastructure Strategy,
and the ARC; and

o DISR which has carriage of the SERD, Chief Scientist’s Office, Australia’s National
Science and Research Priorities, Innovation and Science Australia, National Science
and Technology Council, and a range of international science and research

programs.

e Create a 'List of Critical Asia Capabilities in the National Interest’, to elevate, signal and embed the
agenda, modelled on the List of Critical Technologies in the National Interest to

o recognise Asia capability as a foundational national skill; and to

o drive high level international research, cultural and education collaboration with key
Asian partners.

ToR 3: The current state of Asia language learning and Asian
cultural studies and strategies to stimulate demand and
improve access

The higher education system has a principal role in building Australia's Asia capability by educating
the future workforce and driving new knowledge for industry and government. Yet, our research
indicates the Asia knowledge ecosystem in Australian universities is not delivering for our capability
needs. In effect we have a two-speed system: breadth privileged over depth, research over

teaching, technical skills over longer-term capability.
We need to reverse declining offerings and enrolments

Advanced courses at Australian universities in Asian culture and languages are closing at an
alarming rate and suffering from declining enrolments. For example, 13 universities offered
undergraduate subjects on South Asia in the 1970s—3 times more than today. Only 5 universities
offer semester length subjects on India or South Asia, and only the ANU has a program dedicated to
South Asia.”®

B https://humanities.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/Australias-China-Knowledge-Capability-report-1.pdf,
p.59
¥ https://www.dcceew.gov.au/climate-change/strategies/annual-climate-change-statement-2024

1® Craig Jeffrey and Matthew Nelson in The Conversation: https://theconversation.com/from-13-unis-to-1-why-

australia-needs-to-reverse-the-loss-of-south-asian-studies-161006
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Under our demand driven funding system, students are instead studying Asia as part of more
generalised degrees. Areas of study such as International Relations, Economics, Business, and Media
Studies, have more Asia content than they did 25 years ago. Other areas, such as History and Politics,
have fared less well. History and politics are crucial for developing cultural capability: We need to
understand not only our own history but the histories of our Asian neighbours, if we are to navigate
historic hatreds and conflicts — what has worked before, what has not, and why?

This trend towards generalisation produces graduates with general knowledge of Asia within their
other field of expertise, i.e. Asia literacy. However, it does not produce specialist Asia scholars, i.e. Asia
capability.

It also means, students are choosing or being channelled away from a critical study of Asia on its
own terms. Yet, the value and accuracy of our international judgments depends, to a large extent, on
how well we understand Asian perspectives. For example, experts note a shift in focus in studies of
Indonesia from symbolic dimensions (Iike art, literature, and performqnce) to more material
conditions (such as well-being and governance), which may reflect a perception of Indonesia as a
“recipient of assistance” rather than a partner.

Pathways for capability

The university courses best placed to provide a steady stream of graduates with Asia capability are
Honours and Masters degrees with a focus on Asia, especially in those rare cases where it is

conducted in an Asian language.

Our research has shown that advanced Asian studies degrees have struggled to survive since
universities’ turn to the market, in which student numbers lead and courses follow. The challenges
at undergraduate level have had a knock-on effect for advanced studies.

Only 7 Australian universities of the 14 with China studies offerings, have an Honours program in
Chinese studies with language. An average of 3, and no more than 5 Australians graduated with
Honours (Chinese studies with language) in any one year, 2017-2021.

We need a level of study that builds mastery of a growing, current, rigorous body of knowledge, and
is a conduit to higher research degrees. We need Australians with advanced knowledge to decide on
the content of foundational knowledge in Australia, and to provide and pass on their expertise.

Despite being the proven pathway for training Australia’s Asia experts in the past, Honours is
struggling to survive today. The problem with Honours language programs is that they are so
embedded in declining structures that it would be very difficult to resurrect.

Universities are not incentivised to teach Honours in Asian studies and languages for such few
students, when they get the same funding for an International Relations subject where they can
teach hundreds of students. Low enrolment courses are the first that cash-strapped institutions

abandon.

A Masters by Coursework of 1-2 years duration followed by a year spent in the target region learning
the language would go a long way to providing Australia with students with advanced knowledge of
an Asian country and its language. Universities can charge for the MA by Coursework at cost, so it is
not a loss maker like Honours programs. Scholarships would be needed for the year in Asia. The New
Colombo Plan should be extended to provide scholarships for advanced and postgraduate studies.

The only area where enrolments are soaring is in Chinese translation and interpreting courses. This
uptick is being driven by international student demand. In 2022, of the 30 to 40 people at the ANU
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studying English to Chinese translation or interpretation per year, just 5 to 8 were domestic students.
This is again a problem of market-oriented degrees. Sovereign Asia capability requires a stronger
focus on generating and supporting domestic student proficiency.

Incentives and market signals matter. Waning student interest is a legitimate concern. However, in
a reality where market forces play an outsized role in determining Australian university offerings,
there is a role for government incentives in stimulating student demand. To complicate matters, Job
Ready Graduates has introduced complex and perverse impacts ‘rewarding’ language learning but
penalising students studying culture, history, society, or politics courses (saddling those graduates
with disproportionate debt).

We need to reinvest in the pipeline

An overarching problem in teaching Australians at the tertiary level to become Asia capable is the
pipeline from primary, secondary, to tertiary learning. In addressing this point, we underscore our
Academy'’s concern that this is an issue for broader language education in Australian schools and
universities, who have a wider languages and cultures education repertoire that includes European
and First Nations Languages.

School-level policies should look to lessons learned in previous decades. The 1987 Lo Bianco Report
(led by Fellow and Past President of the AAH, Professor Joe Lo Bianco AM FAHA) facilitated
generational Asia capability. It led to the adoption of a National Language Policy and institutes that
promoted and funded Asian languages (most successfully Chinese, Japanese, Indonesian) in
secondary schools and saw university language programs grow in the 1990s to meet increasing
demand. The Lo Bianco report did not just lead to Asian languages being promoted and taught in
secondary schools, but in primary and tertiary immersion. It funded Japanese and economics
programs, ran the first Language and Business conference and multiple other initiatives that
promoted and supported tertiary and non-education sector languages learning and teaching. Four
of its constituent centres (there were initially 32) are still running.®

Huge monies were invested under the Rudd Report from 1995-2002 and the National Asian
Languages and Studies in Australian Schools strategy (NALSAS) and the National Asian Languages
and Studies in Schools Program (NALSSP), however, this cascade funding model did not succeed in
the same generational capability.

A great deal of research has been done on policy interventions and implementation, motivations for
language acquisition and nationally coordinated approaches we can learn from:

e broad strategies for language education policy, including the ‘hard decisions’ needed;
o frank assessments of student proficiency in Asian language programs;

e overviews of what we have tried in the past - lessons and successes to draw on; and

16 Read more from Lo Bianco'’s reports here:

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/285581073 Asian Languages in_Australian Schools Policy options
: https://research.acer.edu.au/aer/8/;
https://benjamins.com/catalog/aral.35.3.07lob?srsltid=AfmBOogcckarrwxw _7xirsZomdaizPZKt5mnoh2XULZ60QuO
ONohDgHJL; https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/$0346251X22000732; and
https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/abs/communicating-with-asia/australian-asia-
project/95C845DID807A9C948186AB428AB7A8D
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e detailed analyses of the motivations of students and of teachers in motivating learners.”

AAH Fellows, who have intimate knowledge of past policy settings and government initiatives to
stimulate Asia capability, can provide the inquiry with further detail, as required.

RECOMMENDATIONS:
e ATEC, with support from Australia’s Learned Academies, should

o acknowledge Asia Capability as one of Australia’s priority national capabilities,
monitor national gaps and opportunities across the system, and set benchmarks on
domestic student enrolments in advanced Asian studies courses, through mission-
based compacts.

¥ ATEC can act as a higher education steward to ensure our national
sovereign capabilities are mapped, monitored, and developed in line with
goals agreed between the government, universities, and wider civil society.

o establish an Annual National Networking Forum for Australian universities to report
on benchmarks, and share resources on teaching practices, in-country programs,
industry partnerships, and research.

o work with JSA through the Department of Workplace Relations, and including
through the Skills Commissioner on ATEC, to use the National Skills Taxonomy as a
lever to identify Asia Literacy and Capability ‘skills’ to drive change.

e We do not rate a National Languages Institute as a first order solution to Australia’s Asia
capability concerns. Rather, priority needs to be placed on the incentives for universities to work
together to achieve growth that delivers for the system writ large, including access and
opportunity for regional students. Centralising language provision will not address declining
domestic enrolments in Asian studies and languages. In fact, it puts those programs at risk,
without which, we cannot nurture deep knowledge and capability beyond language alone. Of
primary concern to our Fellows with relevant experience, is that the remit and operations of
Institute models are at cross purposes with how education improvement typically happens, at
the level of education jurisdictions and not ‘out of sector’ agencies.

o We recommend more work is needed on a model. We would be pleased to convene
a roundtable to discuss, evaluate and explore better ways to leverage existing
capability via state/hub-base approaches.

e DFAT should extend the New Colombo Plan to provide scholarships for advanced and
postgraduate studies in Asia.'®

We need to nurture our research strengths

Australia’s R&D planning has a role in boosting and sustaining our Asia capability. Australia’s
universities generate prolific, diverse knowledge about Asia. The Inquiry’s ToR do not adequately
capture these opportunities.

For example, an appraisal of research capabilities in China and Indonesia show that:

7 For more, see the Languages & Cultures Network for Australian Universities proceedings:
https://www.lcnau.org/publications/2013-proceedings/

18 The new Westpac Australia-Asia Fellowship is open to both undergraduate and postgraduates.
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e Australia produces the fourth highest volume of English-language research about China (after
the PRC, the US, and the UK). But, since 2010, ARC programs have not supported China research
at scale. Funding for China-focused research declined from more than $11 million in 2010 to less
than $4 million in 2021.

e Australia—Indonesia bilateral research relationships are at an all-time high. However, there are
opportunities for growth.

Australia’s overall research capability on Southeast Asia is recovering from a period of neglect.
Australia’s knowledge of Indonesia is concentrated, for historical reasons, in the security and
development sectors, and is very thin in industry sectors.

Curiosity-driven research is the bedrock of universities’ knowledge production. But our R&D system
lacks clear paths for government, industry, or civil society to connect with Asia researchers, and for
university researchers to work in cross-disciplinary teams to build sustained partnerships to realise
the potential of that research. There has been limited funding awarded through the Linkages
Program, designed to connect researchers with industry, government, and the Australian
community. It is also likely that the perception that collaboration with Chinese organisations risks
foreign interference affects researchers’ and institutions’ willingness to pursue these collaborations.
A total of 91 China-focused projects were funded through the ARC's Linkage Program between 2002
and 2022, again the humanities and social sciences fields dominate. There are no Centres of
Excellence to date specifically building Australia’s research strengths in Asia.

RECOMMENDATIONS:
Both the Department of Education and DISR have remit here:

e Education through ATEC and the ARC:

o ATEC to track national teaching and research capability in universities with ability to
drive change through university compacts.

o ARC through its new/robust legislation and governance to track capability and drive
change.

e DISR through its R&D levers:

o SERD's ‘Government as Exemplar’ is one-way strategising uplift across the APS in
collaboration with the research sector.

o To achieve meaningful R&D uplift, strong signals are needed through re-invigorated
Research, Development, and Innovation Tax Incentives.

o SERD's approach to mission-based research needs to build in a cross-cutting Asia
capability. This system-level setting aligns Asia capability outcomes with existing
national priority programs (National Science and Research priorities and research
infrastructure programs) and State investment priorities.
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