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Context and background

Australia needs to facilitate US re-engagement with 
the rapidly evolving global and regional trade archi-
tectures. 

During the Trump administration, the United States with-
drew from several important trade institutions, while 
launching a series of costly — and ultimately ineffec-
tive — trade wars. These policies have compromised 
the integrity of global trade institutions and weakened 
the benefits of regional trade agreements such as the 
Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP). While the Biden admin-
istration has signalled a change in approach to trade 
issues, countervailing domestic and international imper-
atives mean the direction of its trade policy remains 
unclear. Australia now has an opportunity to shape the 
trade policy outlook of the Biden administration in a way 
that favours rule making, multilateralism, and greater 
collaboration with allies and like-minded partners. 

The Biden administration

The Biden administration inherits a ruinous set of trade 
policies from its predecessor. Trump’s first presidential 
act was to withdraw from the TPP, greatly weakening an 
institution that locked in a US-preferred model for trade 
liberalisation. The Trump administration vetoed new 

appointments to the World Trade Organization (WTO) 
Appellate Body, rendering its dispute settlement and 
rule-enforcement functions ineffective. It aggravated 
allies and friends by imposing trade balancing agree-
ments under thinly-veiled threats of diplomatic coer-
cion. Most significantly, it prosecuted a self-harming 
bilateral trade war with China, which has demonstrably 
failed to either change the US-China trade balance or 
lever reform to China’s trade practices.

While the Biden administration has signalled an intent to 
change trade policy, mixed signals mean its new direc-
tion remains unclear. On the positive side, it has flagged 
a more multilateral approach to managing trade tensions 
with China, recognising that Trump’s bilateral trade war 
has failed.2.1 The selection of Katherine Tai — a veteran 
trade lawyer with deep China expertise — as the next 
US Trade Representative telegraphs that substantive 
issues (such as intellectual property) will now dominate 
the agenda.2.2 The United States has begun to re-engage 
with the WTO by supporting the appointment of its next 
Director-General and may remove the veto on Appellate 
Body appointments, restoring the global trade dispute 
settlement mechanism to normal function.2.3 

However, countervailing imperatives mean the Biden 
administration is also unlikely to fully recommit to trade 
liberalisation or rule making. Trump’s China tariffs will 

be politically costly to wind back at home (particularly 
in the steel sector) and also function as bargaining chips 
for future negotiations with China. It is unlikely they will 
be unilaterally reduced in the near term.2.4 Biden’s “Buy 
American” pledge2.5 is not strictly a trade policy but 
indicates that protectionism will remain a feature of US 
economic policy. Several selections to the Council of 
Economic Advisers have a record of trade scepticism, 
suggesting liberalisation is unlikely to be on the imme-
diate agenda.2.6 Rejoining the TPP will also be a longer-
term proposition, due to opposition within Congress at 
home and complex negotiations with partners abroad.

Beyond the costs to the US economy itself, trade policy 
under the Trump administration has been harmful to 
the global and regional trade architectures. The WTO’s 
dispute settlement mechanism has been compromised 
due to Appellate Body appointment vetoes and cannot 
enforce trade rules in a timely and effective manner.2.7 

The United States has disengaged from regional trade 
diplomacy, depriving these efforts of the political and 
economic heft that US leadership offers. Bilateral pres-
sure on China has failed to achieve Trump’s objective 
of increasing US exports,2.8 and even then, a focus on 
trade balancing ignores the real trade policy challenges 
currently posed by China, such as intellectual property 
protection and subsidies to state-owned enterprises.
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Table 3. US trade diplomacy under the Trump administration

Target Year Action

Trans-Pacific 
Partnership partners

January 2017 Withdrawal from Trans-Pacific Partnership, rendering entry-into-force numerically impossible

WTO members January 2017 — ongoing Systematic veto of Appellate Body nominations to force US-requested governance reforms; Appellate Body 
became inquorate on 10 December 2019

Canada and Mexico August 2017 — September 2018 Renegotiation of North American Free Trade Agreement under threat of termination

Korea January — September 2018 Renegotiation of Korea-US Free Trade Agreement under threat of termination

World March 2018 — ongoing Tariffs applied to solar panels, washing machines, steel and aluminium imports on national security grounds; 
Canada, China, the EU, India, Mexico, Turkey and Russia all impose retaliatory tariffs

China July 2018 — ongoing Escalating the application of tariffs to demand a bilateral trade agreement, rising to cover $550 billion of 
imports from China; China repeatedly retaliates, with tariffs imposed on $185 billion of exports from the 
United States

Turkey August 2018 — ongoing Removal of Turkey from US Generalised System of Preferences (GSP) scheme; imposition of additional 25 per 
cent tariff on Turkish steel (enacted August 2018, withdrawn May 2019, reimposed October 2019)

Japan April — December 2019 Negotiation of a bilateral trade agreement favouring US agricultural exporters under threat of tariff imposition

European Union May 2019 — ongoing Imposition of retaliatory tariffs on $7.5 billion of EU exports in Airbus dispute; threatened imposition of 25 
per cent tariff on automobiles to force a trade-balancing bilateral agreement

India June 2019 — ongoing Removal of India from the US Generalised System of Preferences (GSP) scheme

Brazil and Argentina December 2019 Removal of exceptions from steel tariffs in retaliation for alleged currency manipulation

Source: Jeffrey Wilson, “Adapting Australia to an era of geoeconomic competition,” Perth USAsia Centre, January 2021, available at: https://perthusasia.edu.au/our-work/geoeconomics-report 
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Australian interests

The absence of US trade leadership is a major chal-
lenge for Australia. As a highly open economy, Australia 
depends on a reliable and rules-based trade system. Its 
medium size means Australia lacks either the economic 
or political heft to defend its trade interests bilaterally, 
so multilateral institutions, such as the WTO globally 
and the TPP regionally, are of critical importance. US 
disengagement — and at times, non-constructive inter-
ventions — threaten the reliability of these institutions. It 
also deprives Australia of a powerful and like-minded 
partner to work within new trade negotiations. 

US re-engagement with global and regional trade 
architectures is critical for Australia’s national interests. 
However, the extent of current US disengagement, and 
competing domestic and international imperatives, 
means the direction and pace of trade policy recali-
bration under the Biden administration cannot be taken 
for granted. Australia should engage the United States 
to encourage and shape patterns of re-engagement in 
2021 and beyond.

Policy recommendations

 › Communicate the importance of a functioning WTO system and collaborate on WTO reform 
efforts. Australia should clearly reiterate to its alliance partner the value of a rules-based and 
functional global trading system. It should also work with the United States to support constructive 
WTO reform efforts, particularly in terms of the smooth functioning of the dispute settlement 
mechanism.

 › Begin preparatory work enabling the United States accession to the Trans-Pacific Partnership. 
Domestic economic priorities in the United States mean its accession to the TPP will be a long-term 
process. However, preparatory efforts should begin now to address key obstacles. Within the TPP 
group, Australia should lead discussions on how the (presently untested) accession mechanism will 
operate. With other major TPP economies — such as Japan, Canada and Singapore — it should start 
engaging the United States on key reform issues that need to be negotiated. Of key importance are 
issues to do with the implementation of intellectual property provisions suspended as a result of the 
United States’ departure from the regional agreement in 2017. 

 › Support confidence-building through US-Australian leadership in emerging trade platforms. 
Constructive US engagement in new multilateral trade platforms will help restore global confidence in 
the United States as a trade policy leader. Australia and the United States could work together in areas 
of shared priority. A useful starting point is the recently-launched e-commerce negotiations within 
the WTO, which Australia co-convenes with Japan and Singapore.2.9 Establishing global e-commerce 
rules will be essential in protecting the 21st-century industries of these economies and would also 
signal to the world a more engaged and leadership-oriented US trade outlook.
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Context and background

Australia and the United States should build on exist-
ing commitments to strengthen health security in 
Southeast Asia and the Pacific. These efforts must 
focus on addressing the secondary impacts of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, which threaten to reverse fragile 
gains made across broader health and development 
indicators over recent decades. Despite early contain-
ment measures resulting in lower caseloads through-
out Southeast Asia and the Pacific compared to other 
regions, progress in controlling the spread of the virus 
and the ongoing capacity of national governments to 
respond to outbreaks remains deeply uneven.3.1 Diver-
sion of material and human resources to address 
COVID-19 has placed further strain on already weak 
health systems, causing significant disruption to essen-
tial services and stalling momentum towards univer-
sal health coverage.3.2 An estimated 34.8 million infants 
throughout Southeast Asia have missed routine vaccina-
tions as a result of the pandemic,3.3 with health experts 
warning that efforts to control and eradicate malaria in 
the Pacific are also at risk.3.4 

The 2020 AUSMIN Global Health Security Statement 
established a foundation for bilateral cooperation in 
tackling COVID-19 throughout the region with its pledge 
to strengthen and accelerate health security capacity 
building.3.5 Australia and the Biden administration should 
recommit to this joint plan of activities with an expanded 

remit to confront a broader suite of health and devel-
opment challenges emerging from the pandemic. This 
approach will be crucial for ensuring collective action 
strengthens health systems holistically, rather than 
creating parallel infrastructure that operates solely in 
response to COVID-19 and generates limited long-term 
impact.3.6 

The Biden administration

Engagement with multilateral institutions and stronger 
coordination with allies in meeting global health chal-
lenges is a key priority for the new administration. 
President Biden has stressed the need to “restore US 
global leadership to fight [the COVID-19] pandemic” and 
reversed former President Trump’s withdrawal from the 
World Health Organization on his first day in office.3.7 

The White House roadmap for combating coronavirus 
includes ambitions for sustained domestic and inter-
national funding for global health security that extends 
beyond emergency funds for health and humanitar-
ian assistance. The administration also intends to enact 
institutional change, creating an office of Global Health 
Security and Diplomacy at the State Department and 
re-establishing the Obama-era Directorate for Global 
Health Security and Biodefense within the National 
Security Council.3.8 This heightened focus on America’s 
contribution to health security has been underpinned 
by personnel appointments with experience navigating 

pandemics, including Biden’s chief of staff Ron Klain 
who oversaw the Obama administration’s response to 
the 2014 Ebola outbreak. Other picks for key positions 
— including the Secretary of Homeland Security and 
Ambassador to the United Nations — also played active 
roles during the Ebola and Zika outbreaks.3.9 

But translating this momentum into sustained attention 
and resources for the Indo-Pacific will be a considera-
ble challenge. Securing funding for an expanded inter-
national response will require ongoing congressional 
support in the face of significant challenges facing Amer-
ica’s own COVID-19 response and domestic economy 
more broadly.3.10 These efforts will also require a recon-
ceptualisation of American global health financing, which 
has developed under a model of shared responsibility 
that encourages recipient countries to increase their 
own investments in health systems strengthening along-
side donor contributions.3.11 Equally, achieving an explicit 
regional focus will require the introduction of specific 
directives or initiatives led by senior figures within the 
US government. For instance, USAID’s Over the Horizon 
Strategic Review — conducted to provide goals for the 
agency’s medium- to long-term response to COVID-19 
— identified 14 focus countries that combined develop-
ment need, opportunity for impact, and US national 
security interests, none of which are in Southeast Asia 
or the Pacific.3.12 
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Table 4. The Australian Government’s COVID-19 development response: Partnerships for Recovery (published in May 2020)

AUSTRALIA’S NEW PARTNERSHIPS FOR RECOVERY POLICY 
INCLUDES HEALTH SECURITY AS A CORE ACTION AREA, 

WHICH, COUPLED WITH AUSTRALIA’S RECENT COMMITMENT 
OF $500 MILLION TOWARDS THE EQUITABLE DISTRIBUTION 
OF VACCINES THROUGHOUT THE REGION, FURTHERS THESE 

ONGOING HUMANITARIAN AND REPUTATIONAL EFFORTS.

Focus

 › Pacific and Timor-Leste

 › Southeast Asia

 › Global response

2019-20: The swift initial response

 › Our development investments have pivoted 
to COVID-19 priorities. All continuing 
investments are addressing development 
challenges exacerbated by COVID-19.

 › Immediate distribution of PPE and other 
critical medical supplies.

 › $280 million for the Indo-Pacific Response 
and Recovery Package.

 › Kept critical transport links open in 
our region amid global supply chain 
disruptions.

2020-21: Investing in regional recovery

FY2020-21 budget:

 › A$4 billion in Overseas Development Assistance aligned with Part-
nerships for Recovery

 › Including $80m commitment to Gavi-COVAX Advance Market 
Commitment

Additional targeted measures:

 › $304.7m COVID-19 Response Package Pacific and Timor-Leste

 › $23.2m Vaccine Access and Health Security Pacific, Timor-Leste and 
Southeast Asia

 › Response detailed in 27 tailored COVID-19 Development Response 
Plans

Priority action areas

 › Health security

 › Stability

 › Economic recovery

with a cross-cutting focus on 
protecting the most vulnerable

Source: Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, “Infographic: Partnerships for Recovery.” Available at: https://www.dfat.gov.au/development/infographic-partnerships-recovery
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Australian interests

Enhanced health cooperation with the United States 
in Southeast Asia and the Pacific would help to ensure 
a stable and prosperous Indo-Pacific, a key Australian 
national interest. Even before the COVID-19 pandemic, 
Australia had taken significant steps towards raising 
its profile and commitment to strengthening regional 
health systems and resilience, namely through the 2017 
Indo-Pacific Health Security Initiative and associated 
Indo-Pacific Centre for Health Security.3.13 Australia’s new 
Partnerships for Recovery policy includes health secu-
rity as a core action area, which, coupled with Australia’s 
recent commitment of $500 million towards the equi-
table distribution of vaccines throughout the region, 
furthers these ongoing humanitarian and reputational 
efforts.3.14 Such projects also align with broader regional 
priorities, including ASEAN’s COVID-19 Comprehen-
sive Recovery Framework which focuses on enhancing 
health systems and accelerating inclusive digital trans-
formation.3.15 

Policy recommendations

Australia and the United States should:

 › Partner to protect and restore essential health services in priority countries. These efforts could 
focus on the delivery of routine immunisations that have been disrupted during the pandemic, or on a 
specific infectious disease at risk of re-emergence.

 › Commit to joint investments in digital health technologies. These would offer opportunities 
to support better care and disease surveillance and can act as an important tool for public 
communication during health emergencies. Financing should address the digital divide and ensure 
equitable access for rural communities and women. Such investments would align with the goals 
of the WHO 2020-2025 Global Strategy on Digital Health and present an avenue to operationalise 
the MOU between the United States Agency for International Development and the Department 
of Foreign Affairs and Trade from July 2020 supporting high-quality and sustainable development 
outcomes in partner countries through digital connectivity.3.19 

 › Deepen regional and bilateral engagement in the Pacific. Australia should express its support for 
bipartisan legislation currently before Congress that provides an expanded framework for US foreign 
policy in the Pacific islands. The Boosting Long-Term US Engagement (BLUE) Pacific Act proposes 
increased diplomatic and development presence, supports public health programs, and proposes 
funding of more than triple current levels of assistance. Importantly, the framework would integrate 
the US approach with other partners including Australia, New Zealand, Japan and Taiwan.3.20

Pooling resources in pursuit of joint objectives will also 
enable Australia to step up its engagement throughout 
the region. Despite recent statements by Prime Minis-
ter Morrison that “ASEAN’s centrality is at the core of 
Australia’s vision for the Indo-Pacific,”3.16 Canberra’s 
pivoted aid program focuses primarily on the Pacific, 

Timor-Leste and Indonesia due to the presence of 
pre-existing partnerships.3.17 As the largest source of 
bilateral COVID-19 aid to Southeast Asia — with major 
contributions to the Philippines, Cambodia and Myan-
mar — further collaboration with the United States can 
help Australia bridge this gap.3.18 
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Context and background

The recent change in presidential leadership provides 
a key opportunity for Australia to engage the United 
States in strengthening global and regional health 
security. Within weeks of President Biden taking office, 
several Trump administration policies relating to global 
health were retracted or overturned. This notable 
change in direction has been described as the United 
States returning to its former global leadership role, but 
the reputational damage will take longer to repair. World 
leaders and global health experts have pointed to the 
vacillation between Republican and Democratic admin-
istrations on multiple policy issues like the global gag 
rule,4.1 and more recently the former president’s attack 
on the World Health Organization,4.2 which have contrib-
uted to a perception the United States is unreliable. This 
presents an opportunity for Australia to work closely 
with the United States to repair the country’s standing 
in the global health community while simultaneously 
strengthening regional and global health security. 

The Biden administration

On assuming office, President Biden moved to revoke 
several decisions of the former administration pertain-
ing to global health. As pledged during the election 
campaign, on his first day in office, President Biden 

retracted the Trump administration’s effort to withdraw 
the United States from the World Health Organiza-
tion.4.3 The day after the inauguration, the administration 
released its National Strategy for COVID-19 Response 
and Pandemic Preparedness in which restoring US 
leadership and advancing health security to be better 
prepared for future health threats was identified as one 
of seven priority goals.4.4 Coinciding with the strategy 
document’s release, Dr Anthony Fauci confirmed to 
the World Health Organization’s Executive Board that 
the United States would join the COVAX initiative that 
seeks to provide two billion doses of COVID-19 vaccines 
to low and middle-income countries, increase techni-
cal cooperation, and re-engage in multilateral efforts to 
defeat COVID-19 and ensure enhanced preparedness.4.5 
To assist in coordinating these efforts, the Biden admin-
istration has re-instituted the National Security Council 
Directorate on Global Health Security and Biodefense 
and pledged to reinvigorate the Global Health Security 
Agenda,4.6 both of which were initiatives of the former 
Obama administration but which had languished under 
President Trump.4.7 Further measures, such as creating a 
National Center for Epidemic Forecasting and Outbreak 
Analytics, advocating for the creation of a new United 
Nations facilitator for biological threats, and working 
with multilateral partners including the G7, G20, ASEAN, 
and African Union to strengthen preparedness are also 
outlined in the National Strategy.4.8

WORLD LEADERS AND GLOBAL HEALTH 
EXPERTS HAVE POINTED TO THE 

VACILLATION BETWEEN REPUBLICAN 
AND DEMOCRATIC ADMINISTRATIONS 
ON MULTIPLE POLICY ISSUES LIKE THE 

GLOBAL GAG RULE, AND MORE RECENTLY 
THE FORMER PRESIDENT’S ATTACK ON THE 

WORLD HEALTH ORGANIZATION, WHICH 
HAVE CONTRIBUTED TO A PERCEPTION 

THE UNITED STATES IS UNRELIABLE.

Australian interests

Australia’s interests are best served by seeing the United 
States re-engage with the global health community, but 
it is unlikely the United States will return to the leader-
ship role it once assumed. There are two key reasons for 
this. First, for at least the initial 12-24 months of the Biden 
administration, the government will be appropriately 
focused on containing the spread of the SARS-CoV-2 
virus (commonly known as the coronavirus) throughout 
the United States. This is likely to focus resources and 
attention on the United States’ domestic situation in the 
near term. Second, several other countries sought to fill 
the leadership vacuum created in global health govern-
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Table 5. Status of the Biden administration’s proposed actions on global health and pandemic response (as of 4 February 2021)

Action Requires Administrative 
or Congressional 
Action?

Status

Restore the National Security Council’s Directorate for Global Health Security and Biodefense Administrative 4

Rescind the Mexico City Policy Administrative 4

Restore funding to the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) Administrative 4

Release a National COVID-19 Response Strategy, including a strategy for international engagement Administrative 4

Restore funding to WHO and reverse Trump administration decision to withdraw from WHO membership Administrative 4

Support the Access to COVID-19 Tools (ACT) Accelerator and join COVAX Administrative/Congressional* 4

Create position of Coordinator of the COVID-19 Response and Counselor, reporting to the President Administrative 4

Develop a diplomatic outreach plan led by the State Department to enhance the US response to COVID-19,  
including through the provision of support to the most vulnerable communities

Administrative** 4

Provide US$11 billion to support “international health and humanitarian response,” including efforts to distribute 
countermeasures for COVID-19, build capacity required to fight COVID-19 and emerging biological threats

Congressional Proposed

Ensure adequate, sustained US funding for global health security Congressional Proposed

Expand US diplomacy on global health and pandemic response, including elevating US support for the  
Global Health Security Agenda (GHSA)

Administrative Proposed

Call for the creation of permanent international catalytic financing mechanism for global health security and  
work with international financial institutions, including multilateral development banks, to promote support for  
combating COVID-19 and strengthening global health security

Administrative Proposed

Call for creation of a permanent facilitator within the Office of the United Nations Secretary-General for  
response to high consequence biological events

Administrative Proposed

Source: Jennifer Kates and Josh Michaud, “What Will Be the Contours of the Biden Administration’s Global Health Agenda?“ 9 February 2021. Available at: https://www.kff.org/global-health-policy/
issue-brief/what-will-be-the-contours-of-the-biden-administrations-global-health-agenda/
*Depending on the details of the administration’s proposal to support the ACT-Accelerator and join COVAX, Congressional approval may be required.
**The National Security Memorandum requires the Secretary of State, in consultation with the Secretary of Health and Human Services, the Representative of the United States to the United Nations, 
the Administrator of USAID, and the Director of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, to develop this plan within 14 days or as soon as possible.
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ance by the Trump administration’s ‘America First’ poli-
cies, and now appear unwilling to cede that influence, 
viewing the United States as an “unreliable ally.”4.9 

Australia can play an important diplomatic role in 
supporting the United States — including the endorse-
ment of its reliability as a trusted partner — where shared 
interests exist. It can also actively seek out a number of 
new opportunities to enhance US-Australia cooperation. 
Global health security is one such area. The Austral-
ian Government’s regional health security initiative that 
witnessed the creation of the Department of Foreign 
Affairs and Trade (DFAT)’s Indo-Pacific Centre for Health 
Security,4.10 the recently announced A$500 million 
regional vaccine initiative,4.11 and efforts between the 
US military and Australian Defence Force to strengthen 
civil-military health cooperation across the Indo-Pa-
cific have provided a solid basis for further US-Australia 
cooperation.4.12 Strengthening and building on these 
existing initiatives, aligning development assistance to 
prioritise strengthening health systems and workforces, 
re-invigorating some of the health-related multilateral 
initiatives, and working constructively together to reform 
the World Health Organization offer a number of oppor-
tunities to not only counter moves by other countries to 
increase their influence throughout the region but also 
demonstrate a re-engaged and responsive United States.

Policy recommendations

 › Initiate ministerial discussions for a joint regional health security initiative involving the United 
States, Australia, Japan and India. Renewed interest in ‘The Quad’ multilateral arrangement provides 
a key opportunity to now strengthen regional health security, which reflects long-standing shared 
interests by all four governments. Intra-regional vaccine production and distribution could provide an 
immediate area for collaboration while intergovernmental talks commence to identify new synergies 
and areas for cooperation in strengthening regional disease surveillance and response capacities.4.13

 › Further strengthen civil-military cooperation in health security in the Indo-Pacific region. As 
documented in the 2019 AUSMIN statement on global health security,4.14 the US military Indo-Pacific 
Command and the Australian Defence Force have made good initial progress in strengthening civilian 
and military cooperation for health security. These efforts are only at a nascent stage though and can 
be further expanded via providing technical assistance and training to other militaries in the region 
engaged in health assistance. These measures would create new opportunities for military-military 
cooperation while also serving to strengthen civil-military norms and enhance regional stability and 
security. 

 › Strengthen and re-invigorate the Global Health Security Agenda (GHSA). The GHSA initiative was 
launched in 2014 under the Obama administration and offers a viable intergovernmental platform for 
supporting countries in the Indo-Pacific region to strengthen their capacities in disease detection, 
surveillance and response.4.15 The GHSA, which languished under the former Trump administration, 
could be relaunched and repurposed to collaborate with other multilateral institutions such as the 
Asian Development Bank and World Bank to provide targeted development assistance for regional 
health system strengthening and workforce capacity building. The GHSA could also be used 
constructively to develop consensus on key issues, such as reform of the World Health Organization 
and proposals to strengthen multilateral cooperation in global health security.
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Context and background

Australia, the United States and Japan should acti-
vate trilateral mechanisms to support the private 
sector to take up infrastructure funding initiatives in 
the Indo-Pacific. Amidst the many upheavals of 2020, 
the value of infrastructure partnerships in the Indo-Pa-
cific to Australian foreign and security objectives has 
fallen by the wayside. This issue matters because one 
of the most permanent ways in which China’s claims 
to regional leadership is being asserted is via the provi-
sion of the Indo-Pacific’s underpinning infrastructure. 
China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) is providing essen-
tial transport and information connectivity to the region, 
however, BRI projects are not always transparent, nor 
do they meet global quality standards. 

Australia, the United States and Japan all agree that to 
provide regional partners with fair, open and ethical 
financing alternatives — and to compete effectively with 
the BRI, they must leverage the resources of the private 
sector. Leveraging private sector capital and expertise 
in our development agencies’ infrastructure program-
ming is critical to increasing our impact and strategic 
success. With the small and medium economies of the 
region looking to build critical infrastructure to meet 
the demands of their populations and growth, there 
is a small and fast-closing window of opportunity for 
Australia, the United States and Japan to capitalise on 
this moment. 

Launched partly in response to China’s BRI, in November 
2018 Australia, the United States and Japan announced 
the Trilateral Partnership for Infrastructure Investment 
in the Indo-Pacific.5.1 The Trilateral Partnership aims to 
provide regional governments with an alternative, trans-
parent source of infrastructure funding and emphasises 
working with the private sector to improve outcomes 
relative to purely state-financed programs like the BRI. 
In November 2019, the Trilateral Partnership announced 
the Blue Dot Network (BDN) — an initiative to reduce the 
risk for private investors by providing certification for 
government, private sector, and civil society infrastruc-
ture projects that met international quality standards.5.2 
While primarily a certification body, it can also provide 
access to US$60 billion in capital in loans or equity 
through the US International Development Finance 
Corporation (US-IDFC). However, specific mechanisms 
remain to be determined.

Despite efforts by the Trilateral Partnership, no public-pri-
vate infrastructure projects have been cemented. The 
first and only project under this trilateral framework — 
an undersea fibre optic cable connecting Palau with 
the Indo-Pacific — is being done in partnership with the 
Palau Government rather than industry.5.3 The only other 
project on the horizon is an undersea cable connecting 
Santiago with Sydney5.4 but again, progress is slow — 
discussions between Canberra, Washington and Tokyo 
for a project focused predominantly on Australia and 

Chile will likely be continuing. Furthermore, other than 
BDN’s inaugural trilateral Steering Committee in Janu-
ary 2020 — which discussed a possible vision statement, 
membership criteria, and responsibilities5.5 — the BDN 
has yet to issue certification standards businesses can 
benchmark against more than a year later.

The Biden administration

As evidenced by the last two years, Australia’s, the United 
States’ and Japan’s development agencies’ infrastruc-
ture programming is not adequately structured to facil-
itate private sector take-up. In the case of the United 
States, not even a major restructure of its development 
agencies in 2018, whereby the Overseas Private Invest-
ment Corporation was transformed into the US-IDFC,5.6 
has addressed this issue. 

WITH THE SMALL AND MEDIUM ECONOMIES 
OF THE INDO-PACIFIC REGION LOOKING TO 
BUILD CRITICAL INFRASTRUCTURE TO MEET 

THE DEMANDS OF THEIR POPULATIONS 
AND GROWTH, THERE IS A SMALL AND 

FAST-CLOSING WINDOW OF OPPORTUNITY 
FOR AUSTRALIA, THE UNITED STATES AND 
JAPAN TO CAPITALISE ON THIS MOMENT.
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Figure 7. Chinese investment and contracts 
in the Indo-Pacific, 2014-19 (US$ billions)

Source: https://perthusasia.edu.au/our-work/geoeconomics-report

Although the US-IDFC possesses new development 
finance tools specifically designed to support private-
sector-led projects such as small grants, loan guaran-
tees, and equity investments, several factors including 
lacking communication and an inaccessible online inter-
face are keeping business away.5.7 Following a meeting 
of the Trilateral Infrastructure Partnership with Vietnam 
in October 2020,5.8 the US-IDFC has yet to make any 
further public announcements regarding the progress 
or future direction of this initiative.5.9

PART OF THE DIFFICULTLY IS THAT 
AUSTRALIA, THE UNITED STATES 

AND JAPAN HAVE SEPARATE, NOT 
ALWAYS EQUAL, INFRASTRUCTURE 

PRIORITIES, AND THE WIDE RANGE OF 
REGIONAL INFRASTRUCTURE NEEDS 

CAN SCATTER FOCUS, PREVENTING THE 
ESTABLISHMENT OF A PROJECT PIPELINE.
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Australian interests

Supporting strategic infrastructure projects remains one 
of the most tangible ways to promote growth, demon-
strate regional leadership, and further Australia’s national 
interests. Australia can maximise its impact in this space 
by working with like-minded partners and leveraging 
private-sector investment. However, clearly, there have 
been challenges to working trilaterally and getting the 
private sector on board. 

Part of the difficultly is that Australia, the United States 
and Japan have separate, not always equal, infrastruc-
ture priorities, and the wide range of regional infrastruc-
ture needs can scatter focus, preventing the establish-
ment of a project pipeline. In addition, to lift the BDN 
out of obscurity, some basic benchmarks must be set 
and the commercial benefits to certification proactively 
pushed out to business. Further, a review of the US-IDFC 
to understand the positive and negative effects of the 
restructure on attracting private investment could assist 
the United States to make adjustments as necessary, 
as well as help Australia and Japan decide if and how 
they should implement similar changes within their own 
development agencies.

Policy recommendations

Australia, the United States and Japan collectively should:

 › Discuss the potential for a trilateral infrastructure hub established in Southeast Asia, initially 
dedicated to one aspect of infrastructure provision to the region. A central hub that focused on 
one major project, for instance, internet connectivity, would help narrow focus. The three countries 
could then reach out to industry partners in the field and cultivate and leverage business expertise to 
deliver similar projects to multiple countries over several years. A hub and single-area focus would 
help catalyse the Trilateral Partnership reputation in the region as a credible alternative to the BRI.

 › Engage business via a regular Indo-Pacific infrastructure investment symposium to understand 
industry needs and promote interest in public-private partnerships.5.10 When feasible, Australia 
could propose an infrastructure symposium hosted in Southeast Asia bringing together Australian, US 
and Japanese governments and businesses. A symposium with latitude for private discussions could 
help government quickly understand where the roadblocks are for industry, including on regulatory 
concerns, as well as share information regarding government priorities on a country and sectoral 
basis.

 › Clearly outline the BDN’s certification standards and procedures to access partner government 
funding. In addition, the rewards of certification to business should be explicit — for instance, allowing 
business to trumpet their prioritisation of environmental protection and sustainability as a responsible 
global citizen. The BDN could also be expanded to include base-level grants (non-repayable financial 
contribution provided under strict guidelines).

 › Evaluate and reform development programming in the infrastructure space, based on the priority 
of maximising private-sector engagement. Recalibrating the orientation of relevant agencies to the 
specific needs of the private sector will greatly augment their capacity to leverage involvement. An 
assessment of infrastructure programming in all three countries should be conducted to identify how 
to make these programs more business-friendly.
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Context and background

Australia and the United States should support the 
establishment of a regular track 1.5 dialogue between 
government, business, and civil society leaders on 
the spread of violent extremism and its drivers. 

The links between flawed information ecosystems 
and domestic extremism are now explicit and well-ac-
knowledged following the failed Capitol insurrection 
on 6 January 2021. American security and intelligence 
agencies will be dealing with an emboldened extreme 
right-wing domestic terror threat for years to come as 
a result of the belief among many that the presidential 
election was rigged.6.1 But both the explosion of violence 
and erosion of fact were a long time in the making and 
long foretold.6.2 Australia is in a position to avoid the full 
fate of the United States in this regard. Working with 
American counterparts will be essential given that many 
of the solutions strike through American jurisdictions, 
like Silicon Valley.6.3 

The COVID-19 pandemic was an accelerant — but not the 
root cause — for the linked information and extremism 
crisis facing the world today. Traditional news sources 
have been financially squeezed for years while the 
internet giants applying the bulk of the pressure have 
shirked any real responsibility for the content they host 
and promote, even in many cases when it was clearly 
extremist or outright conspiracy theorist content.6.4 

The Trump administration quickened truth decay. The 
leader of the world’s oldest and most renowned democ-
racy was disinterested in upholding the institutions that 
underpinned it. The COVID-19 pandemic then caused 
immense, health and financial hardship and contributed 
severe damage to social cohesion. Meanwhile, internet 
use soared in concert with prolonged lockdowns.6.5 

With the above factors in place, the world was primed 
for the rapid scaling of misinformation within individu-
als’ information ecosystems and far-right groups and 
conspiratorial grifters were ready to exploit it.6.6

The Biden administration

The scale of this challenge does not pale in comparison 
to those like economic recovery, climate change or the 
rise of an authoritarian China. In fact, solving the United 
States’ domestic security and information crises is crit-
ical to each. 

But like the other problems facing the Biden adminis-
tration, these are intractable. The Republican Party is 
deeply divided. So long as conspiracy theories are flour-
ishing within its ranks and giving those views legitimacy, 
the Biden administration will struggle to truly amend 
the problem.6.7 

Australia and the United States are in the process of 
rewriting the online regulatory landscape. While 
Australia is at the vanguard of some issues like media 
bargaining, the US Congress now has the resolve to regu-
late the tech giants headquartered in its jurisdictions. 
The Biden administration is likely to increase the scope 
of anti-trust suits already filed against Google and Face-
book, embark on data privacy and algorithmic transpar-
ency pushes and look closely at Amazon’s market posi-
tion, including through the lens of its labour practices. 

THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC WAS AN 
ACCELERANT — BUT NOT THE ROOT CAUSE 

— FOR THE LINKED INFORMATION AND 
EXTREMISM CRISIS FACING THE WORLD 
TODAY. TRADITIONAL NEWS SOURCES 

HAVE BEEN FINANCIALLY SQUEEZED FOR 
YEARS WHILE THE INTERNET GIANTS 

APPLYING THE BULK OF THE PRESSURE 
HAVE SHIRKED ANY REAL RESPONSIBILITY 

FOR THE CONTENT THEY HOST AND 
PROMOTE, EVEN IN MANY CASES WHEN 

IT WAS CLEARLY EXTREMIST OR OUTRIGHT 
CONSPIRACY THEORIST CONTENT. 
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There is bipartisan consensus that Section 230 of the US 
Communications Decency Act (1996)6.8  — which does not 
consider internet platforms like Twitter and Facebook 
to be publishers — needs to be made fit for purpose. 
Democrats broadly seek to impose more responsibil-
ity on the bigger platforms, while Republicans accuse 
them of excessive censorship.6.9 This bipolarity will belie 
efforts to truly reform the media landscape in a way that 
reflects the realities of the 21st century.6.10 

While any regulatory measures will take time, the threat 
of violence partly born of broken information ecosys-
tems remains pressing. The Biden administration is 
taking steps to seriously address the threat of far-right 
extremism from a national security perspective, includ-
ing a comprehensive threat assessment of domestic 
extremism being undertaken by the Director of National 
Intelligence in cooperation with the FBI and the Depart-
ment of Homeland Security.6.11 This marks a definitive 
step into the post-9/11 paradigm of domestic security. 
Australia is also in the process of exploring the scope of 
these problems in the form of the Parliamentary Joint 
Committee on Intelligence and Security’s Inquiry into 
extremist movements and radicalism in Australia.6.12

RIGHT-WING EXTREMISM NOW ACCOUNTS FOR AS MUCH AS 40 PER CENT OF THE 
AUSTRALIAN SECURITY INTELLIGENCE ORGANISATION’S CASELOAD IN AUSTRALIA, A 
DRAMATIC INCREASE FROM 2016 WHERE IT WAS ESTIMATED TO BE 10-15 PER CENT. 
EXTREME RIGHT GROUPS, INCLUDING NEO-NAZIS, ARE INCREASINGLY EMBRACING 
ENCRYPTED MESSAGING PLATFORMS TO ORGANISE IN SECRECY BUT HAVE ALSO 

HELD VERY PUBLIC GATHERINGS INDICATING THAT THEY ARE EMBOLDENED.
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Policy recommendations

 › Australia should support the establishment of a regular track 1.5 dialogue with the United States 
on countering violent extremism and its drivers. Australia and the United States have sound and 
long-standing intelligence-sharing arrangements through the Five Eyes collective and have also 
participated in sustained multilateral initiatives since 2001 through the United Nations and bodies like 
the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) on the matter of counterterrorism.6.18 There is also 
a strong history of official agreements between their respective counter-intelligence coordination 
centres.6.19 But following multiple intelligence failures in the United States,6.20 and a rising threat in 
Australia,6.21 new foundations are needed. Both governments recognise this and are undertaking 
independent internal reviews into the changing domestic security landscape. These efforts would 
be complemented by convening government leaders in coordination with business leaders at the 
coalface, and civil society leaders and researchers who built an intimate knowledge of this emerging 
landscape before it presented itself fully as a threat to national security. 

 › Such a forum would help to sharpen both Australia and the United States’ existing participation in 
multilateral fora and would give necessary context allowing collegial and pragmatic discussions 
given Australia and the United States’ many shared values. 

 › Australia already participates in a similar dialogue on counterterrorism with the European Union6.22 
and has previously participated in track 1.5 dialogues with the United States on critical issues like 
defence and cybersecurity. 

 › The dialogue’s scope should include the role of big tech. Both the United States and Australia 
are beginning a once-in-a-generation regulatory effort in this area and the new foundation must 
address the conditions that have let misinformation and conspiracy theories fester to the advantage 
of extremist recruiters.

Australian interests

Damaged information systems and right-wing extrem-
ism represent clear and present dangers for Australia. 
Right-wing extremism now accounts for as much as 
40 per cent of the Australian Security Intelligence 
Organisation (ASIO)’s caseload in Australia, a dramatic 
increase from 2016 where it was estimated to be 10-15 
per cent.6.13 Extreme right groups, including neo-Nazis, 
are increasingly embracing encrypted messaging plat-
forms to organise in secrecy but have also held very 
public gatherings indicating that they are emboldened.6.14 
In statements to parliamentary joint committees, both 
the Australian Federal Police and the New South Wales 
Crime Commission have testified that COVID-19 has 
driven a rise in right-wing extremism online.6.15 And, of 
course, it was an Australian man in Christchurch who 
conducted the deadliest explicitly extreme right-wing 
terrorist attack in recent decades.6.16 

With a high-profile vaccine roll out, the threat of social 
unrest, violence and terrorism at associated crowded 
places is real and demands vigilance. Attacks on 5G 
towers rolled out in the United Kingdom and even New 
Zealand demonstrate the short leap from conspira-
cy-fuelled extremism to violence and terrorism.6.17 
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Context and background

Australia should actively engage the United States 
to partner in making COVID-19 vaccines available 
across the Indo-Pacific region, including via multi-
lateral initiatives. 

Several countries in the Indo-Pacific region are expe-
riencing high levels of SARS-CoV-2 (commonly known 
as the coronavirus) transmission, which has contrib-
uted to significant demand for COVID-19 vaccines. In 
response, China and Russia have actively engaged in 
“vaccine diplomacy” to expand their influence and pres-
ence in countries of strategic significance to Australia, 
including Indonesia and Papua New Guinea.7.1 A well-co-
ordinated, whole-of-region approach to the distribution 
and administration of COVID-19 vaccines will be critical 
to halting the ongoing transmission of the SARS-CoV-2 
virus, avoid duplication of effort, and ensure cost-ef-
fectiveness of development assistance. A comprehen-
sive Indo-Pacific vaccination strategy will also aid global 
economic recovery. 

As part of its commitment to the Indo-Pacific region, 
Australia in November 2020 announced a Regional 
Vaccine Access and Health Security Initiative, which 
is designed to provide “safe, effective and affordable 
COVID-19 vaccines for the Pacific and Southeast Asia.”7.2 
The initiative entails a A$500 million commitment over 

three years and will capitalise on the efforts undertaken 
by the Therapeutic Goods Administration (TGA) and 
the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT)’s 
Indo-Pacific Centre for Health Security (CHS) prior to 
the pandemic — to fast-track regulatory approval and 
distribution of medical products. This framework will 
accelerate the availability of COVID-19 vaccines across 
the region once they have received TGA approval.7.3 

In contrast, the United States has provided little detailed 
information to date on how it will directly support coun-
tries throughout the Indo-Pacific region, nor how it will 
work with key regional stakeholders and allies to contain 
and eliminate the SARS-CoV-2 virus, including fair, rapid 
and equitable distribution of currently available COVID-
19 vaccines.

The Biden administration

The primary focus of the Biden administration through-
out 2021 is on containing and eliminating the spread of 
the SARS-CoV-2 virus throughout the United States.7.4 

On 14 January 2021, then President-Elect Biden released 
the “American Rescue Plan” which aims to secure an 
additional US$1.9 trillion from Congress to launch a 
federal vaccination program, offer direct financial relief 
to Americans, and provide community support for 
struggling businesses and communities.7.5 In terms of 

THE BIDEN ADMINISTRATION’S 
JOINT DECISIONS TO JOIN COVAX 

AND REVERSE THE PLANNED UNITED 
STATES’ WITHDRAWAL FROM THE 

WORLD HEALTH ORGANIZATION HAS 
ALREADY BEEN WELCOMED BY THE 

INTERNATIONAL COMMUNITY AS A SIGN 
OF THE UNITED STATES’ WILLINGNESS 

TO RE-ENGAGE IN MULTILATERAL 
APPROACHES TO DEFEAT COVID-19.

international commitments, President Biden announced 
at the G7 meeting in February 2021 the United States will 
contribute US$4 billion towards the COVAX initiative,7.6 a 
multinational arrangement aiming to provide COVID-19 
vaccines to low and middle-income countries that might 
otherwise lack timely access.7.7 Given the Trump admin-
istration had declined to join COVAX, pledging instead 
an ‘America First’ vaccine policy,7.8 the Biden admin-
istration’s joint decisions to join COVAX and reverse 
the planned United States’ withdrawal from the World 
Health Organization has already been welcomed by the 
international community as a sign of the United States’ 
willingness to re-engage in multilateral approaches to 
defeat COVID-19.
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What is the COVAX initiative?

COVAX is a joint initiative between the World Health Organization, the Coalition for Epidemic Prepared-
ness Innovation (CEPI) and Gavi, the Vaccine Alliance (a global public-private global health partnership). 
The initiative aims to help facilitate the rapid development and manufacture of COVID-19 vaccines and 
ensure their equitable and fair distribution to all countries.7.9 COVAX has guaranteed it will purchase two 
billion doses of COVID-19 vaccines and distribute them to countries so that they can vaccinate at least 
20 per cent of their population. The initiative is particularly important for low-income countries that 
would otherwise struggle to gain access to COVID-19 vaccines due to cost barriers, ‘vaccine nationalism,’ 
and supply issues due to limited production capacity. At least five vaccine manufacturers have currently 
signed supply agreements with COVAX, and it is expected COVAX will commence distributing vaccines 
in the first quarter of 2021.7.10

Yet while the Biden campaign released a series of foreign 
policy statements on restoring American leadership 
and working to improve relations with Central Amer-
ica and Africa,7.11 no equivalent policy positions were 
outlined on the Biden team’s future engagement with 
the Indo-Pacific region or China specifically. This has led 
to widespread speculation on how President Biden will 
approach wider US engagement in the Indo-Pacific.7.12

Australian interests

Australia has a number of intersecting interests regarding 
COVID-19 vaccines that will be best served by a more 
regionally engaged United States. Given the combined 
population size of Southeast Asia and the Pacific islands, 
Australia’s regional vaccine initiative will be insufficient to 
meet the region’s needs. New Zealand has pledged its 
excess COVID-19 vaccines to Pacific island countries for 
free,7.13 which will help prioritise Australia’s support for 
Southeast Asian countries; but additional international 
contributions will be critical to containing the SARS-
CoV-2 virus throughout the region and reopening tour-
ism and trade. Joint US-Australia-New Zealand vaccine 
arrangements, in addition to support provided via the 
COVAX initiative, will also potentially help counter some 
of the efforts by China and Russia to use their vaccines 
to increase their regional influence.

JOINT US-AUSTRALIA-NEW ZEALAND 
VACCINE ARRANGEMENTS, IN ADDITION 
TO SUPPORT PROVIDED VIA THE COVAX 

INITIATIVE, WILL ALSO POTENTIALLY 
HELP COUNTER SOME OF THE EFFORTS 

BY CHINA AND RUSSIA TO USE THEIR 
VACCINES TO INCREASE THEIR INFLUENCE 

IN SOUTHEAST ASIA AND THE PACIFIC.
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Specifically, China’s pledge to make its COVID-19 
vaccines a ‘global public good’ has been accompanied 
by high-level diplomatic missions to promote its vaccines 
to countries across the region and further abroad.7.14 
These vaccine diplomacy/soft power efforts have been 
recognised as an attempt to make “strategic inroads” into 
the region,7.15 with some characterising China’s efforts 
as building a “Health Silk Road” commensurate with the 
Belt and Road Initiative.7.16 Yet concerns remain about the 
efficacy of some of China’s COVID vaccines,7.17 and infor-
mation is beginning to emerge of significant price vari-
ation in advance purchase agreements between coun-
tries,7.18 raising the prospect that Indo-Pacific countries 
might face having to vaccinate their populations twice 
at considerable expense if current vaccines provide 
insufficient protection. It is therefore in Australia’s short, 
medium and long-term interests that proven safe and 
effective vaccines are made available, distributed and 
administered as soon as possible. The United States’ 
support for an Indo-Pacific vaccine drive will be critical 
to ensuring that outcome.

Policy recommendations

 › Establish a joint US-Australia-New Zealand COVID-19 vaccine taskforce to pool procurement 
and work with partners to coordinate vaccine distribution and administration across Southeast 
Asia and the Pacific. Vaccine manufacturers have already been identified as elevating prices for 
individual countries, which is best countered by multinational purchasing platforms. A US-Australia-
New Zealand taskforce can work with countries in the region and international platforms like the 
COVAX initiative, and the World Health Organization’s South-East Asia and Western Pacific regional 
offices, to coordinate the purchase, delivery and administration of COVID vaccines. A joint taskforce 
will also help prevent duplication of effort, ensure cost-effectiveness of development assistance, 
prevent wastage, and facilitate a more rapid distribution and administration across the region.

 › Enable additional financing options through multilateral institutions to increase manufacturing 
and vaccine availability. The COVAX initiative provides one of the most important platforms for 
distributing an initial supply of COVID vaccines to countries eligible to receive official development 
assistance, but the initiative remains significantly underfunded. In addition, COVAX will not meet 
countries’ full needs, necessitating additional measures. Enabling financing arrangements via the Asian 
Development Bank to support the construction of new manufacturing facilities, and the World Bank 
to support direct procurement from existing manufacturers will supplement the COVAX initiative. 
Helping countries gain access to proven safe and effective vaccines directly from manufacturers via 
loans and financing arrangements will also circumvent indemnity problems associated with donated 
vaccines and place decision-making back in the hands of national governments. 

 › The United States and Australia lead an initiative in the World Trade Organization to waive 
intellectual property rights to rapidly upscale regionally-based manufacturing of approved, 
efficacious vaccines, diagnostics and therapeutics. Intellectual property (IP) barriers on COVID 
vaccines, diagnostics and therapeutics via the Agreement on Trade-Related Aspects of Intellectual 
Property Rights (TRIPS) framework continue to impede rapid upscaling of critical medical products 
to contain the SARS-CoV-2 virus.7.19 This is despite the fact the TRIPS agreement permits countries 
to waive IP considerations in national emergencies.7.20 Australia, the United States, and other like-
minded countries like Canada and the United Kingdom could work constructively to waive or partially 
waive existing IP protections, allowing for vaccine producers in India, Indonesia, Vietnam and South 
Korea amongst others, to commence manufacturing. This will be particularly important in advance of 
second-generation COVID vaccines to counter currently circulating and future variants.
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Context and background

Australia and the United States should co-invest in 
the development of clean energy solutions.

The Biden administration is pursuing an ambitious 
climate agenda, its elements signalled well in advance 
during the 2020 presidential election campaign. Austral-
ian interest in this policy domain runs high, with several 
commentators speculating that climate change policy 
will become a pressure point between the Biden admin-
istration and the Morrison government8.1 and hence, a 
rare but vivid instance of public disagreement in the 
US-Australia relations.

Within a month of taking office, the Biden administra-
tion rejoined the Paris Climate Accord, cancelled the 
Keystone pipeline and restored environmental regulation 
and rule-making processes rolled back by the Trump 
administration.8.2 Biden also announced the intention 
for the United States to have a “carbon pollution-free 
electricity sector no later than 2035” and be “on a path” to 
achieve net-zero emissions, economy-wide, by 2050.8.3 
These policy changes and aspirations give voice to the 
Biden campaign’s plan to spend around US$2 trillion on 
“a clean energy revolution and environmental justice.” 

But of special note is the way that the Biden admin-
istration intends for climate change considerations to 
feature heavily in US foreign and trade policy, particu-
larly whether or not it will implement a campaign pledge 
of “carbon adjustment fees or quotas on carbon-in-
tensive goods from countries that are failing to meet 
their climate and environmental obligations.”8.4 Among 
Biden’s first announcements after winning the election 
was the appointment of John Kerry as Special Presi-
dential Envoy for Climate and designating this position 
as a member of the National Security Council. Kerry’s 
seniority and status further underscore the importance 
of the Biden aspiration for the United States to lead inter-
national efforts on climate change.

Two features of Biden’s proposals warrant elaboration.

First, Biden’s proposals enjoy deep support among the 
Democratic rank-and-file, while being carefully tailored 
to appeal to moderate and independent voters, or at 
least not alienate those segments of the electorate. 
During the presidential campaign, Biden insisted that 
his climate change policy was more moderate than the 
“Green New Deal” and that his administration would 
not oppose fracking though he simultaneously advo-
cated massive investments to steer the US economy to 
a low-carbon future.8.5 

Many of Biden’s climate and energy policy aspirations 
are not controversial and are widely endorsed (if tacitly) 
throughout American society. Well before Biden’s 
campaign, leading multinational firms, many US states, 
and institutions in civil society had already committed 
to net-zero carbon emissions by 2050 — or earlier.8.6 
From this perspective, the surprise is not so much the 
apparent boldness of Biden’s policies, but the trench-
ant opposition of the Trump administration to climate 
change policy. 

Second, there is broad support for injecting climate 
change considerations into foreign policy, trade and 
national security policy. As reported on page 12 ,survey 
research by the United States Studies Centre finds that 
68 per cent of Americans rate dealing with global climate 
change as a very or somewhat important goal of US 
foreign policy.

More specifically, as shown in Figure 8, the same survey 
finds 46 per cent of Americans agree that the US Govern-
ment should “reward countries who do more to stop 
climate change with more favourable trade deals, and 
impose costs on those that do not.” Only 20 per cent of 
Americans are opposed to an explicit link of preferen-
tial trading arrangements with climate change action. 
Nearly three-quarters of Biden voters agree with this 
proposition, highlighting the depth of political demand 
on climate change action in the Democratic base. 
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Australian interests

Climate Envoy John Kerry is still building his office 
and the details of the international-facing elements of 
Biden’s climate policy remain a work in progress, as are 
any first-order implications for Australia. 

In the first week of the Biden administration, a phone call 
between Kerry and Australia’s Minister for Energy and 
Emissions Reduction Angus Taylor appeared to show 
agreement around the importance of driving techno-
logical solutions to climate change, flagging enhanced 
US-Australia coordination on research and development 
into low-carbon energy technologies.8.9 Yet in late Febru-
ary 2021, Kerry noted to a public audience that “Australia 
has had some differences with us, we’ve not been able 
to get on the same page completely”8.10 — the closest the 
Biden administration has come to criticism of Australian 
climate change policies.8.11 

Carbon-based, border adjustment taxes remain an 
unsettled subject of debate within the administration, 
albeit one getting increasingly more attention.8.12 At the 
moment, Australia may need to be more concerned 
about the implementation of such a tax by the European 
Union, where the debate is more developed, and the 
likelihood of implementation may be as early as 2023.8.13 

Figure 8. Biden supporters overwhelmingly want US trade policy linked to climate change  
Percentages of respondents giving each indicated response, by 2020 presidential vote, January 2021 survey

Question asked: Should the United States reward countries who do more to stop climate change with more favourable 
trade deals and impose costs on those that do not?

Trump voters

Others

Biden voters

All

31 14 36 13 5

6 6 46 33 8

2 24 40 32

13 7 34 28 18

Strongly disagree
Disagree
Neither agree or disagree
Agree
Strongly Agree

Biden campaign promises about imposing costs on 
international climate laggards have thus far not trans-
lated into policy. Instead, the Biden administration has 
focused on positive measures, stressing that a “zero 
emissions future offers remarkable opportunity for busi-
ness, for clean, green jobs, for economic growth”8.8 in 
an effort to “build back better” — linking climate change 
policy with popular initiatives such as investing in US 
infrastructure and economic recovery from the COVID-
19 pandemic.

The Biden administration

Domestic US politics will limit broader congressional 
legislation on climate change (see page 24 for further 
details). But actions already undertaken by the US exec-
utive branch span the “whole of government,” with prac-
tically every US federal department and agency — from 
Energy and Transportation to Treasury, Commerce and 
the US Trade Representative — directed to commit to 
climate initiatives via executive orders issued by Presi-
dent Biden.8.7 
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Policy recommendations

 › Continue monitoring the development of internationally-oriented elements of US climate change 
policy and their connection to US security and strategic policy. Facing little room to move on 
climate change in the Congress — but pent-up political demands from its supporters for action — the 
Biden administration will be attracted to the international policy arenas as venues for notching “wins” 
on climate. Australia has multiple strategic and commercial interests at stake, especially should energy 
and emissions be part of any “grand bargain” between the United States and China.

 › Establish a clean energy partnership focused on innovating new low and no-carbon solutions. 
The United States and Australia have overlapping interests in maximising investments into clean energy 
technology. They also have committed, or are seeking to commit, significant investments in clean 
energy. The challenge for the two countries is to calibrate the R&D portfolio and the potential sharing 
of intellectual property to minimise inefficiencies, taking advantage of the plethora of US capital and 
expertise in the area and the simultaneous abundance of Australian energy resources. Clean energy 
innovations could be considered as a part of a “skinny deal” Digital Trade Agreement that would act as 
an addition to the Australia-US Free Trade Agreement.

Biden administration policies in the “technology-not-tax” 
arena align with the Coalition’s preferred approach to 
climate, emissions and energy policy8.16 and lie more 
soundly in the small set of politically-viable climate 
change policies likely to pass the US Congress.8.17 

Beyond the ever-increasing international and domes-
tic political pressure to do more on climate change, 
Australia faces the long-term challenge that three of 
its top destinations of Australian fossil fuels exports — 
Japan, Korea and China — have committed to net-zero 
carbon emissions in the coming decades.

Australia will likely escape overt, first-order pressure 
from the United States on climate change, for a number 
of reasons.

 › Americans well understand that Australia is 
on the “front lines” with respect to China and 
Beijing’s economic coercion — that China is 
subjecting Australia to economic coercion — 
and that Australia’s US alliance credentials are 
impeccable. Biden administration officials have 
already pledged to “stand shoulder to shoulder” 
with Australia on Chinese economic coercion.8.14 

 › The Australian alliance enjoys broad and 
deep support in the US Congress, with 
several of Australia’s strongest backers 
in the US Congress themselves hostile to 
Biden’s climate change agenda.8.15 

 › Until the United States makes credible 
commitments to lower emissions itself — such 
as a binding national policy like a carbon tax 
and not merely aspirations or the uneven 
and uncoordinated mix of state and local 
initiatives — Australia has a strong moral case.

The very same fossil fuel linkages to Asia may well be 
repurposed to provide low- or no-carbon energy to 
Asian markets. Australia is uniquely situated to become a 
clean energy superpower if it implements the right poli-
cies and can be at the technological frontier in low-car-
bon energy production, transmission and storage.8.18 
Solidifying energy R&D ties with the United States would 
better facilitate such efforts.


