
Please explain

Suchmassive disruption
requires clearer justification,
consultation andplanning than
theAndrews government has
delivered so far.
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Australia’s big soft power test
Global perspective
Our country cannot
recover well if the
neighbouring region is
destabilised and
deteriorating. This is a
significant diplomatic
challenge for Canberra.

Gordon Cairns
We’re inthemidstof thegreatesteconomic
crisissince theGreatDepression.But in this
periodofdisruptionandrepositioningof
power,Australiahasanopportunity to
advancethenation’s interestsbysecuring
future tradewithAsia,protectingregional
stabilityandestablishing itselfasapartnerof
choice intheregion.This isAustraliansoft
powerdiplomacyat itsbest.
Itwouldnotbewise to focusexclusivelyon

ournation’sresponseandrecoverywhile
instabilityandeconomicdeterioration
envelopsourregionalneighbourhood.
Australia’s$105billion two-waytradewith

theAssociationofSouth-EastAsianNations
exceeds tradewithoursecondand
third-largest tradingpartners, Japanandthe
US. It’sclear thatAustralia’seconomic future
is tiedupinAsiaandourregion.
Australiashouldworkwith itsneighbours

toenableasafe, stagedresumptionof
international tourism,educationandlabour
mobility.Aprolongedpandemicwill
underminehard-wondevelopmentgains,
disruptsupplychainsanddeteriorateour
economies.Supportingourneighbours in
theirCOVID-19responseandrecovery isa
wise investment inoursharedprosperity.

Thepandemichasdemonstratedhow
closelyweareall connected–our future is

dependentontheprosperityandsafetyofour
neighbours.Reductions inoverseasstudents
adverselyaffectoureconomy.Aussie farmers
areaffectedwhenfewerPacificseasonal
workersarehere.Andwithoutmigrants
cominghere,Australia’s tourism,airlines,
constructionandeducationsectorssuffer.
Micro, smallandmedium-sized

enterprisesare thebackboneofourregional
economy,butrecentreportsrevealmanyof
theseenterprisesdonothaveenough
workingcapital to last30days in thiscrisis. In
ourPacificneighbourhood, two-thirdsof
smallbusinesseshavereportedasignificant
decline inrevenue,andonequarterarenot
confident that theirbusinesswill survive.
GoodReturnisoneAustralian

organisationthat issupportingsmall
businessesaroundtheregion, inparticular
those ledbywomen, toaccessfinanceand
managethroughthisperiod. Itsmicrofinance

andimpact investingactivitiesenable
vulnerable familiesandcommunities tonot
onlysurvivebut thrive. Iamproudtobe
involved in itsworkasaboardmember.
Remittancesrepresentanothervital

sourceof incomefordevelopingcountries.
Butaswagesand jobsofmigrantworkers fall,
theWorldBankestimatesahistoricdecline
inglobalremittancesof$US110billion
($152 billion) thisyear.This isabigproblem
forcountriessuchasNepalandTonga,
wheremoneysenthomerepresents
approximatelyone-thirdofGDP. It’salsoa
problemforourregion,because41percent
ofall remittancessent in2019went to
economies intheAsia-Pacificregion.
The leastdevelopedcountriesare the least

equippedtodealwithCOVID-19butarenow
detectingthemost infections. Ifwesupport
ourneighboursduring thiscrisis, theywill
rememberus.This iskeytobuildingour
influence intheregion.
TakeIndonesiaasanexample,where there

areonly fourdoctors forevery10,000people.
Thepandemiccould leadto large-scale
unemploymentandunequalaccess to
life-savinghealthservices.Thesepressures
willamplifyexistinggrievancesandtest
safetynetsandbrittlestate-societyrelations.

Therepercussionscouldbefelt fordecades.
TheAsiaSocietyandtheBusinessCouncil

ofAustraliasay: ‘‘Asoneof the fewdeveloped
economies inourregion,wearewellplaced
tohelpothercountriesprosper inthecoming
decades.AprosperousAsiawillbegoodfor
theregion’speople,but it isalsogoodforour
economicandsecurity interests.’’
InJune,ForeignAffairsMinisterMarise

PayneannouncedthatAustraliawouldmake
a$23millioncommitment tosupportefforts
byASEANnations tobolsterhealthsecurity,
maintainstabilityandfacilitateeconomic
recovery.This isagoodstart.Earlyactionto
supportvulnerablecountrieswillbemore
effectiveandlessexpensive thanadelayed
response.Nowisnot thetimetoreduceour
aidbudget to theregion–that isshort-term
economics.Nowis the timeto invest in
regionalrecoveryandprosperity.
Throughdevelopmentco-operation,we

canincreaseourglobal influence,accelerate
economicrecoveryandpositionourselvesas
areliablepartner.Thisglobalcrisiscanonly
besolvedthroughglobalco-operation.We
aretruly in this together– in termsofour
health,ourprosperityandoursafety.

GordonCairns is independentchairmanof
WoolworthsGroupandOriginEnergy.Hehas
beenaboardmemberandsupporterofGood
Returnsince2007.

If we support our
neighbours during
this crisis, they will
remember us.


