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CEDA Forum  

 

Missed Opportunities of Our Asian Engagement 

 

Thank you for the opportunity to share some thoughts with you 

today. 

 

The topic I have been given implies that we have missed 

opportunities in our Asian engagement. This is not I believe 

what I should be talking about as dwelling on losses from the 

past is only useful if it assists in scoring goals in the future. 

 

I certainly believe there are many opportunities for Australia 

and Australian businesses to take up across Asia. What I want 

to focus on is some of the things that I believe we could do 

better than we do now in order to foster an engagement with 

Asia. 
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I also want to note as I commence this speech that there are 

many, many organisations in Australia who have taken up and 

continue to explore some very good opportunities in the Asian 

region. 

 

Two organisations that I chair, namely the Future Fund and 

Coca-Cola Amatil, are very good examples of such 

organisations.  

 

The Future Fund has a sizeable investment in emerging 

markets, including Asia, through listed equity, private equity 

and the debt and alternatives program in which it is engaged. I 

will talk a bit more about that shortly. It is also actively building 

its understanding of and engagement in the region.  

 

Coca-Cola Amatil as many of you would know is the Coca-Cola 

bottler in Indonesia and I feel privileged to be part of a business 

that invests heavily in developing its operations in the 

Indonesian markets and I believe with success. 
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Having set the scene that we should focus on ensuring that we 

don’t miss opportunities in our Asian engagement let me now 

explore that contention. 

 

The two principle reasons in my opinion why business has to 

engage with Asia came very much to the forefront of my mind 

as I took up the role as Chairman of the Future Fund. 

 

The Future Fund is a fund of approximately $88billion. It is 

tasked to make a return based on Australian inflation and in 

Australian dollars and what was and is clear is that we cannot 

simply invest domestically. In order to ensure that we do not 

overly risk our portfolio we believe in diversity and the 

Australian market on its own can’t provide that. 

 

Second, looking at the world as it stands today growth 

prospects in many developed markets are necessarily limited. 
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One might even say that the “old world” is if not exhausted 

certainly less vibrant than in its youth! 

 

This is not surprising when one looks at the demography of so 

many of the developed nations. Aging populations, burgeoning 

health and pension requirements and so on will all be familiar to 

you. Yet in general the emerging nations have younger 

populations; populations who have not achieved many of the 

items that we take for granted as basics to our lives (such as 

electricity, telecommunications, etc) and who are beginning to 

ask for and be able to pay for such items. 

 

These emerging markets I accept are not just in Asia and can 

be found in Africa and other places. The important thing for 

Australia is that Asia is right on our door step. 

 

After 37 years in business what I find amazing is that in many 

of the emerging markets in Asia situations I thought had passed 

me by now exist. What an opportunity to move into markets that 
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have a strong appetite for the sophistication that we are familiar 

with and indeed want to use the benefit of our experience, 

technologies, commodities, etc. 

 

I know I don’t need to convince any of you in this room of the 

importance of Asia but I thought I would mention the above 

points if for no other reason to make one wonder why some of 

the things to which I will refer later haven’t already been done 

to make our relationships with Asia stronger. This is the missed 

opportunity: we could be in a better position today in our 

relationship with Asia than in fact I believe we currently are. 

 

It is my view that in focusing too often on getting the best price 

for our products, Australia has neglected the opportunity to 

more fully embrace Asia. Australia has tended towards a 

“customer – supplier contract” rather than a “mutually beneficial 

partnership”. 
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Interestingly most of us understand this in the way we deal with 

customers and takers of our services here in Australia. Most 

seek in Australia correctly to embrace their customers and 

consumers. To try and be a step ahead of what they want and 

to try and ensure that they believe that our brand is such that 

they should stay with us even if at times we are more 

expensive and even if at times there is a hiccup in supply etc. 

 

Whilst I don’t want to make generalisations it is my perception 

that the missed opportunity with Asia is that as we stand today 

we haven’t done all we can to embrace them in this way. 

 

I am amazed for example at how little of the Asian culture, 

language and history is actually taught at schools and 

embraced in the general community. I like many of you have 

been schooled in European languages, history and culture and 

whilst there is no doubt Europe should not be neglected, it is 

interesting to me that not a lot has changed since the time of 

my education in this regard. 
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The White Paper, Australia in the Asian Century, is a welcome 

move to address this. It encourages a greater focus on building 

our capabilities to engage Asia effectively and to remove the 

barriers that exist between us and our neighbours. 

 

I should also add that the concept of the reverse Colombo plan 

advanced by the Liberal Party recently is also a welcome step. 

As a Chancellor of a university who participated in the original 

Colombo plan I know of the many rich and rewarding 

relationships we have with our Asian neighbours as a result of 

them being educated at a university in Australia. Sending bright 

university students to study in Asia cannot but build good 

relationships between our countries. 

 

I would put to you that the biggest missed opportunity is that we 

don’t have closer relations with the people that we are actually 

seeing as our customers. I believe building these relationships 

is essential for long term business engagement. If you don’t 
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believe me have a look at the strength of the commodities in 

Africa and the realization that over time there will be credible 

alternatives to our provision of such commodities to Asia. The 

best way to secure our position is to build relationships just as 

we would with our consumers in Australia.  

 

I should also add that broadening relationships with Asia will 

also enrich us personally which I would suggest is greatly 

valuable allowing us to maximize our position in the region in 

which we live and to enjoy the depth of the Asia culture which is 

on our doorstep. 

 

I don’t believe that we understand or for the most of us have 

sought to understand the diverse cultures, norms and histories 

that make up Asia. So often in my business career I have found 

that business people assume that doing business in China is 

the same as doing business in Indonesia as is the same in the 

Philippines and so on. Each is different just as we are different. 

There is enormous danger for a business organization to make 
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the assumption that they are not different and even worse to 

seek to do business without doing their homework on the 

differences. 

 

I also believe that Asia has amazing things to teach us in our 

own business lives and that a failure to learn from them is a 

missed opportunity. 

 

There are many examples of this but let me take just two. 

 

First most Asian countries are run based upon long term 

planning and thinking. Being involved with the Singaporeans 

has taught me that. They don’t just look to the next 12 months 

they are planning much longer term. Of course the Chinese 

have done this for years. This is an incredible benefit and one 

which we should follow and in my opinion urgently. Our thirst 

for short-termism will in the end potentially see us not 

succeeding in the way I believe we can. Here is a clear lesson 
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from our neighbours and learning from them is I believe 

essential. 

 

A second example is how so many of the Asian nations revere 

the older in their society and indeed in their businesses. You 

can imagine that as I get older this becomes a point much more 

important to me! I think we can learn a great deal from them on 

the value of how seniors can provide us with the benefit of their 

experience and their wisdom generally. We are a young nation 

and we tend to pension off the old within our businesses, our 

bureaucracies, etc. Here is a lesson that we could absolutely 

learn from our neighbours and a failure to do so will be to lose 

an immense resource and indeed I might say a series of 

experiences which could help us immensely. 

 

The depth of the Asian markets must be looked at in a wide 

manner. Too many see them as just a market for our 

resources. The growth of the higher education market just in 

the 8 years I have been a Chancellor has taught me that 
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persistence of many years in markets that are not obvious can 

pay off. 

 

I should add that just selling product is very limited and we 

need to broaden the offer to product plus services (even if it 

takes time) where feasible. My perception is that we often do 

that at home and are reticent to do that with Asian buyers. 

 

I expect that many of you who have watched recent corporate 

transactions would have expected me to start and indeed 

probably finish my speech talking about the missed opportunity 

of the merger of the Singapore Stock Exchange with the 

Australian Stock Exchange a transaction which I championed a 

few years ago. This transaction required government approval 

which was not forthcoming at the time. 

 

As I have said previously I accept the umpire’s decision and I 

have moved on. 
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However it is worth mentioning as support for my proposition 

that it is not so much what we have missed but what we could 

miss.  

 

I am concerned that in seeking to propound the above 

mentioned transaction I did find in lots of pockets round 

Australia a feeling of xenophobia. Many worried about jobs now 

forgetting that this transaction could protect jobs in the future.  

 

There were statements in the press that merging two stock 

exchanges would be the end of a financial hub in Australia. 

What in my opinion this sort of commentary failed to 

understand is that we in Australia have to realize that our 

growth and indeed our future strength can come from 

partnerships with Asia. These partnerships need not mean that 

we lose our ability to be a financial hub or indeed to have 

importance. They must be looked at with open eyes and an 

understanding often that if we don’t take a step to embrace 

others we actually will see our hub diminishing even quicker. 
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We shouldn’t fear relationships but instead understand our 

strengths and establish partnerships etc in a way that protect 

our position whilst at the same time challenging us to move to 

the next horizon through the strengths we bring to the 

partnership. 

 

Recently I have heard a number of excuses for why we should 

be wary of Asian engagement and as I come to the end of this 

speech I want to mention a couple of those lest they should 

result in us missing further opportunities in Asia. 

 

First I am amazed at the number of articles in newspapers and 

other journals indicating that the economies of emerging 

nations are currently under threat and implying as a couple did 

last week that bad times are coming in that regard. I have 

already heard a couple of business people say that they are 

now very wary of looking to Asia. 
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These articles primarily are based on some of the economic 

woes that are developing particularly in India. As I mentioned 

earlier Asia is a diverse set of countries. I am not prepared nor 

indeed qualified to make forecasts on the economies of 

countries. But what I do know is that to judge the emerging 

markets as having difficulties as a whole based on the woes of 

one country, in this case India, I believe is both premature and 

does not understand the variety and differences of the 

economies ones talking about within Asia and their effect on us 

and our dealings there. 

 

Second I have heard many business people talk about how 

they can’t do business in Asia because there is corruption. 

 

I cannot make the statement that there is not corruption in 

some of the countries in Asia. What I can say however is that to 

dismiss entire markets because one believes that such may 

exist is I think too defeatist. The important thing is obviously to 

stand by ones principles i.e. one should not engage in any 
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corruption whatsoever. An important further thing however is 

that if one has a good product if you can develop a uniqueness 

about it and if you can offer something that they truly need you 

must surely be able to rise above corruption and the like to be 

successful. I should also add that on a macro basis coming to 

Asian countries, not being prepared to be involved in corruption 

must also assist those countries ultimately in being able to 

reduce corruption. 

 

I believe that we have been slow to seek to form long and 

enduring relationships with our Asian neighbours based upon 

an understanding of their cultures and indeed an enjoyment 

and acceptance of them. I know that some have done this but 

more need to. 

 

My point is that I don’t think it’s too late. I believe that we need 

however to move quickly and a failure to do this will for all of us 

result in a massive missed opportunity which our children and 

their children will rightly criticise us for. 


