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By almost any measure, the relationship between Australia and the Republic
of Korea is good. The foundation of this relationship extends to the wellremembered role Australia played in the Korean War. In response to the United
Nation’s mandate to turn back the North Korean invasion of the South in 1950,
Australia became the second nation, following only the United States, to commit
personnel from all three armed services to the war147. In the intervening seventy
years since that devastating conflict, Korea has become one of the world’s
most prosperous and respected societies. The Australia-Korea relationship
has grown in sync with the growth of Korea’s economy and the vibrancy of
its democracy.
While in 1950, Australia and Korea could not have been more different,
the degree of convergence today is striking. Both Korea and Australia are
treaty allies of the United States. Both have democratic systems based upon
institutions promoting a free press, fair and free elections, an independent
judiciary, and vibrant political discourse. Both are ranked in the top fifteen
economies in the world and have soft power exceeding their relative size
or population.
Bilaterally, Korea and Australia are trusted trade partners. Korea is Australia’s
fourth largest two-way trading partner and the third largest destination for
Australian exports. The free trade agreement negotiated between Australia
and Korea in 2014 is one of the highest quality agreements Australia has
negotiated with any country in the Indo-Pacific. It allows more than 99 percent
of Australian goods to enter Korea either duty free or with preferential access.
With brands such as Samsung, LG, Hyundai and Kia ubiquitous in Australia,
Korea has become an important technology partner with Australia. In the
current environment of growing concern about information security and
integrity, Korean corporations are widely considered an important option for the
Australian government, business community and the broader public.
In the security realm, Australia is the only country other than the U.S. to
hold annual 2+2 Ministerial meetings including both Defence and Foreign
Ministers with Korea. Over the past few decades, Australia has been vocal in its
condemnation of North Korea’s nuclear and missile programs as well as more
direct attacks on South Korea. Perhaps more significantly, since 2014, Australia
has also assigned an embedded star-ranked officer as Deputy Commander of
the United Nations Command. Not surprisingly, there is tremendous overlap
in how both Australia and Korea view the security environment in our region
with shared concern over Chinese power, influence, and increasing attempts
to undermine existing rules and norms. Just as Australian business are
feeling the pressure of Chinese displeasure, South Korean firms have similarly
taken a significant hit after being angered by Korea’s deployment of Terminal
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High Altitude Area Defense (THAAD) missile batteries in response to North
Korean missile tests. While less articulated publicly, security planners in both
Canberra and Seoul have grown increasingly concerned about the reliability of
U.S. security commitments under a U.S. Administration which has been highly
transactional, and which has challenged long held norms and assumptions
about alliances.
While Korea’s population is double that of Australia, the two countries have
similar sized economies and similarly outsized influence regionally and globally.
Both play an important role in regional and global institutions including the
East Asia Summit, the G20, the UN, and ongoing negotiations on the Regional
Cooperative Economic Partnership (RCEP). Most recently the robust and
relatively successful response in both Australia and the Republic of Korea to
the COVID-19 pandemic, while not without difficulties and still not definitive,
has the potential to drive these two countries together. The similarities in their
approach and the resulting mutual trust and respect potentially contrasts other
countries such as China, whose response has been far less transparent, or the
U.S., whose response is far less effective or coherent.
Having read the content of the preceding paragraphs, one might reasonably
conclude that all is well and that there remains little to discuss in terms of
Australia-Korea relations. However, as important as trade, common values,
and bilateral ties may be, they are not the only effective measures of a
relationship. Former Indonesian President Dr Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono
kindly serves as a Distinguished Fellow for the Perth USAsia centre and on
one of his visits to Perth, he made the observation that in contrast to some
difficulties in the bilateral relationship between Indonesia and Australia – two
near neighbours – Indonesia’s relationship with far-off Iceland was wonderful.
He then made the point that it was easy to maintain a great relationship with
Iceland because Indonesia had so little meaningful interaction with a country
12,000 kilometres away. Dr Yudhoyono was making the point that the absence
of conflict does not define a relationship, nor do the difficulties sometimes
inherent to proximity. From an Australian perspective South Korea is hardly
Iceland. While not a near neighbour at a distance of nearly 6,000 kilometres
and in the Northern hemisphere, as an important trade partner there is
already much that distinguishes this important bilateral relationship. However,
President Yudhoyono’s remarks ultimately suggest that there is a more effective
way of assessing the Australia-Korea relationship than merely goodwill and the
absence of tension.
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When measured against potential rather than performance, it quickly becomes
clear that the Australia-Korea relationship could, and arguably should be much
more. The case can be made that Australia and Korea are very much peers,
but not yet fully partners. Again, with similar sized economies ranking 12th and
14th globally, both countries are members of the G20, and both countries are
active participants and in regional and international fora. In this context both
countries also tend to be highly effective at “managing up” and “managing
down,” but less practiced at “managing laterally.” Both Australian and Korean
diplomacy, popular culture, and soft power demonstrate acute awareness
of and place resources into larger powers such as the United States, China,
Japan, and the European Union. Similarly, both countries have emerged as
important players in international aid and development with great influence
in the developing world. Yet with priority being placed on managing relations
with great powers and on providing assistance to emerging economies,
neither Australia nor Korea can be said to fully prioritise or fully resource their
relationships with each other as a peer. In seeing each other as peers, both
countries thus risk failing to fully realise the promise of partnership and the
unmet potential of their bilateral relationships.
There are some important exceptions to this tendency. The recently flagging
effort to create a coordinating function within the G20 called MIKTA (Mexico,
Indonesia, Korea, Turkey, and Australia) was specifically focused on a group of
peer countries coordinating policies and approaches in a G20 where they were
neither part of the G7 nor of the BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, China and South
Africa) groupings148.
Cooperation in fora such as MIKTA emerged from a shared perspective between
the Korea and Australia on their similar relative power and positions in the
international system. Although the two countries used different vocabulary to
define themselves on the international stage, both had similar meaning and
intentions. Korea defines itself as a “middle power”, a term used by political
scientists to explain the behaviour of nation states which are consequential but
not yet among the world’s leading powers. This term has likely found favour in
the language of Korean foreign due to Korea’s Confucian heritage and the deep
respect accorded to scholars in Korean society. In recent history academics
have played important roles in Korean politics, government and foreign policy.
Korean diplomats and political leaders very much consider their efforts in
MIKTA as well as their bilateral relationship with Australia to be part of its
“middle power” strategy.
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On the other hand, Australian diplomats and Australian political leaders tend
to shy away from the term “middle power”, feeling that such an approbation
understates or undersells Australia’s role in international affairs. Former
Australian Foreign Minister Julie Bishop, while a strong supporter of the MIKTA
initiative, instead referred to this and other similar strategies as evidence of
Australia’s role as a “pivotal power”, noting that, given its status among the
top fifteen economies in the world and its status as a global leader in many
sectors, Australia was in no way a “middling” country among the 195 countries
in the world. Despite differences in their use of language and vocabulary, Korea
and Australia both see themselves as countries with consequential might and
influence in the international system.
Australia’s preferred approach and something that has become somewhat of a
mantra for policy makers is the term “rules based order”. Over the last seventyplus years, Australia’s strategy for ensuring its own security and enhancing its
global influence has relied on a two-part strategy that has its echoes in Korea’s
approach. First, reliance on a powerful alliance partner in the United States.
Second, reliance upon the post-World War Two system of international law,
norms, and institutions which are often referred to as the liberal international
system, or in Aussie parlance the “rules based order”. Whether using the
term “middle power” or advancing the concept of a “rules based order” both
Australia and Korea have similar objectives: a world in which might does
not make right, and an international system where, even if not absolute, the
behaviour of nation states is influenced by the rule of law, international norms
and international institutions rather than by brute strength. It is in such a
system that the Korean strategy of close coordination with middle powers seeks
greater influence internationally and in which Australia also seeks to wield
influence greater than the size of its population might warrant.
Despite this commonality of views, however, it remains difficult to make the
case that either Australia or Korea consider the other to be a truly “strategic”
partner or give the relationship the level of attention and priority necessary to
realise its potential. This is not necessarily surprising. Australia’s principle
economic partner in our region was long Japan. The similar nature and
structure of the Korean and Japanese economies and market, plus the several
decades of lag time in Korea’s economic development, has long meant for
Australian exporters that Korea was ancillary to Japan. By the time Korea
became an economic powerhouse in its own right in the 2000s, the sheer size,
potential, and demand inherent in the Chinese market became the undeniable
focus of Australian business and to some extent foreign economic policy. Today,
by sheer dint of demographics, forward thinkers are turning their attention
to the large emerging economies of Indonesia with a population of over 275
million and India with a population over a billion people. In that context, it is
easy to understand why Korea with a population of 50 million has yet to fully
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The Indo-Pacific Gap: Korean Views of Australia
The potential for the Australia-Korea relationship, however, is not in our
respective markets alone, but should instead focus on the potential to partner
to advance our shared interests. To better understand this, it is helpful to
compare the relationship that Australia enjoys with Korea with that it enjoys
with Japan and increasingly with India. As indicated earlier, Australia for its
part has prioritised those two relationships. This has to do in part with growing
concern over the rise of China and in recent years growing anxiety about the
role of the United States and the need for likeminded partners. Whatever
the cause, the past decade has seen an increasingly robust level of trilateral
coordination between Australia, India and Japan. On one level the much vaunted
“Quad” or Quadrilateral Security Dialogue between the U.S., Japan, Australia,
and India might be seen as an attempt by the three to secure and shape U.S.
involvement in the Indo-Pacific. The scope and scale of cooperation between
Australia, India and Japan continues to expand. In a recent example, in midAugust 2020 the three countries announced their collaboration in a “Supply
Chain Resilience Initiative” (SCRI).
For almost every instance of coordination and cooperation between these three
countries, it is relatively easy to make the case that Korea should likewise be
involved. Perhaps the most interesting aspect of the developing relationship
between Japan and Australia and between India and Australia are the clear
indications that both Japan and India make their relationships with Australia a
priority. To rephrase this, it would be unrealistic to expect Korea to devote the
same level of attention to Australia that Japan and India do to Australia ,and
on the flip side is is unrealistic to expect Australia to devote the same level of
attention and priority to Korea that it does to Japan or India. However, it is not
unrealistic to expect Korea to recognise the strategic importance of Australia in
the same way that India and Japan do. This begs the question, what do Japan
and India see in Australia that Korea does not?
Having spent twenty-five years working on the United States-Korea relationship
in Washington DC before moving to Australia nearly seven years ago I of course
understood that the level of attention, resources and priority devoted by Korea
to its relationship with the United States would not be matched in Australia.
Even after understanding the relative disparity in these relationships, it has
become increasingly apparent to me that while Korea appreciates and likes
Australia, it does not view it as a strategic partner in the same way that Japan
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capture the attention of the Australian business community. Given Australia’s 97
population of just half that of Korea at only 25 million people, it is similarly
understandable why Korea’s focus on Australia has been on our resource sector
and not our consumer market.
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and India do. This is in large part due to the fact that Korea does not have a
broad regional strategy or vision which encompasses or includes Australia.
As such, the most effective strategy for strengthening the priority which Korea
places on is relations with Australia is for Korean policymakers to understand
Australia’s important role and position within the Indo-Pacific region.
Japan has a clear Indo-Pacific strategy and therefore prioritises its relationship
with Australia. Similarly, India has placed growing priority on his own IndoPacific strategy and as such similarly recognises the importance of Australia.
Korea has been an outlier in our region in its resistance to using the term
Indo-Pacific, largely out of concern for offending China and out of a desire not to
be pulled into what is widely perceived in Korea to be a U.S. and Japanese-led
effort to contain, if not combat China. This interpretation has been complicated
by U.S. diplomacy in recent years, with its focus on the Quadrilateral Security
Dialogue, and remarks in 2019 by the U.S. Secretary of State Mike Pompeo that
its purpose is to maintain China’s “proper place” in the world149. This should not
obscure the fact that Australia, India, and Japan all have definitions of the IndoPacific that differ in breadth and justification than the Indo-Pacific espoused
by Washington. The three have been independently advancing their conception
of the Indo-Pacific long before the U.S. Pacific Command changed its name to
Indo-Pacific Command in 2018. At the core of all regional visions and versions
of the Indo-Pacific is the understanding that the economic centre of gravity in
the region is shifting. While it was inarguably centred in Northeast Asia thirty
years ago, for the past twenty-five years, with the growth of China it has shifted
southwest. If the horrific health and economic consequences of the COVID-19
pandemic do not throw us too far off course, over the next few decades with the
rise of India and ASEAN countries (Indonesia in particular), the economic centre
of gravity will continue to shift southwest, highlighting the geographic, strategic,
and economic role of Australia.
It is useful to remember that the term Asia-Pacific is itself a relatively new term
and did not come into common use until thirty years ago with twin trends of the
Northeast Asian economies’ desire to integrate southward into Southeast Asia
and with the desire of Australia and New Zealand to be considered part of the
region. Australia and Korea together played a key role in the conceptualisation
and launching of the Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation initiative (APEC).
While the “Asia Pacific” included Australia in the region, in some respects
Australia remained at the bottom, or the periphery, of the region. In contrast,
the forward-looking elements of the Indo-Pacific with its focus on India and
Australia’s close neighbour Indonesia place Australia firmly at the fulcrum point
of the future and near the shifting economic centre of gravity.
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There is a strong case for Korea to reconsider this approach, not because
of U.S. policy, but in spite of it. Former Australian Ambassador to Korea
and Senior Fellow at the Australian Strategic Policy Institute, Bill Paterson
made a persuasive case for closer defence cooperation in a recent article for
The Strategist:

“With tensions rising, unease about US capability and
commitment, and pressures on national budgets to repair
the damage from Covid-19, the time may have come for both
countries to reassess this relative detachment and to give
greater priority to defence and security collaboration.
It’s in the strategic interests of both to do so150.”
If the past six months are any indication, in the post-COVID era, countries are
likely to continue and accelerate their search for reliable partners. Regardless
of the outcome of the U.S. Presidential elections, concerns over the rising
influence of China, the reliability of the United States, and growing tensions
between the two will mean that countries such as Japan, India, Indonesia,
Vietnam, and Canada will all be seeking deeper ties with likeminded nations.
For South Korea, there are few with greater potential or capacity than Australia.
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Even if Korea prefers to eschew the specific vocabulary, should Korea develop
an Indo-Pacific strategy or even a perspective similar to that of Japan or India
the relative importance of Australia would be self-evident. In recent years
Korea has pursued somewhat fitfully a “New Southern Policy” (NSP) which
has the potential to include such a perspective. Unfortunately, in the current
political environment in Seoul, inter-Korean relations dominate the discussion
and the New Southern Policy remains limited in scope and unclear in intent.
Initially the NSP extended only to Indonesia. In recent iterations it seems to
have been broadened to potentially include India. Unfortunately, there has
yet been scant indication from Seoul that Australia factors significantly into
this policy.
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Australia’s Diversification Project and its Views of Korea
To understand the potential for Korea to Australia one needs to understand
what might broadly be called “project diversification.” As China’s economy has
grown dramatically over the last several decades so has Australia’s relative
concentration of its trade relationship with China. Even prior to the COVID-19
pandemic and resulting economic crisis, it was increasingly clear to long range
planners in Australia that an over-dependence on a relatively small number of
commodities and on a single market in China was a strategic vulnerability for
Australia. The perceived Australian dependence on the Chinese market for coal,
iron ore, agriculture products, tourists, and even for students has come under
ever-closer scrutiny as China has changed course during the Xi Jinping era.
Concerns over Chinese influence in Australia’s domestic politics, the reliability
of Chinese technology, the actions taken by China to destabilise the rules
based order in the South China Sea, its treatment of its Muslim minority Uighur
population, and most recently over the decision to impose a draconian new
National Security Law in Hong Kong have all heightened Australian concern
about its perceived dependence upon China. These myriad concerns have been
exacerbated in recent months by Chinese decisions to take punitive actions
against Australia on the export of barley, meat, and wine in apparent retribution
for Australia’s vocal demand for an independent investigation into the origins of
COVID-19. In this context, Australia is now more committed than ever before to
diversifying its economic partnerships.
In a recent submission to an inquiry held by Australian Parliament’s Joint
Standing Committee on Trade and Investment Growth (JSCTIG), which was
prepared by the Perth USAsia Centre’s Hugo Seymour and Dr Jeffrey Wilson,
clearly made the case for diversity in Australia’s international economic
relationships151. Noting that trade is the most prominent mechanism connecting
Australia to the global economy, they reported that in 2018, Australia conducted
$853 billion worth of two-way trade with foreign partners, equivalent to 46
percent of GDP. This total was composed of $662 billion of merchandise trade
and $190 billion of services trade. Their most striking conclusion was the
submission’s clear demonstration of the market concentration of Australia’s
trade relationships. As depicted in Figure 1 below, the overwhelming majority
of Australian merchandise exports – 82 percent in 2019 – are destined for
Indo-Pacific markets with China accounting for around one-third of the total,
with Japan and Korea a quarter, and others (predominantly ASEAN and India) a
further quarter.
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While Korea may be a peer of Australia’s in terms of the overall size of its
economy, it is also a tremendous potential partner for Australia’s diversification
project. Tourism, education, investment, and energy are all areas where Korea,
with its economy and 50 million people, have the potential to provide Australia
not only alternative markets but new investment technology and partnerships.
Australia and Korea already have a firm economic foundation upon which to
build as indicated earlier. The Republic of Korea is Australia’s fourth largest
two-way trading partner and the Korea-Australia Free Trade Agreement
(KAFTA) which entered into force in December of 2014, has proven to be
quite effective153. KAFTA is one of Australia’s most comprehensive free trade
agreements. In addition to significant improvements in market access and
tariff liberalisation related to merchandise trade, Australian services receive
the best treatment that they have agreed with any trade partner. The trade
relationship between them is complementary. Australia exports minerals,
energy, and travel and education services to Korea and imports passenger
vehicles, petroleum and electronic goods, among others from Korea. One area
deserving considerably more attention is bilateral investment. The investment
relationship is significantly underdone when compared to Australia’s
investment partnerships with other countries like the U.S. and Japan. Korea
only ranks as Australia’s 15th largest foreign investor and is only the 14th largest
destination for Australia’s outgoing foreign direct investment.
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Figure 8 - Country composition of Australian merchandise exports, 2019
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In July 2018 the Perth USAsia Centre released a report
entitled “Maturing the Korea-Australia Investment
Relationship”, written by Perth USAsia Centre’s Research
Director, Dr Jeffrey Wilson. The report had several
notable conclusions:
The Korea-Australia investment relationship is rapidly
expanding. Over the last decade, bilateral capital flows
have averaged approximately $1 billion per annum,
and each country now features in the other’s top-ten
investment partners. For the first time, investment is a key
component of their bilateral economic relationship.
Booming investment flows have been driven by economic
complementarity and supportive policy environments. Korean firms
have participated in Australian mining and energy projects to secure
resource supply for heavy industries; while Australian institutional
investors have sought attractive opportunities in the Korean market.
Favourable regulatory environments and the Korea-Australia Free Trade
Agreement have helped crowd-in these investments.
The bilateral investment relationship remains very ‘traditional’.
Investments are mostly concentrated in the resource and real estate
sectors, and there are few ‘direct’ investments that build managerial
and knowledge links between Australian and Korean firms. A range
of mutually-beneficial investment opportunities have yet to be
fully realised.
Maturing the Korea-Australia investment relationship is key for its next
stage of growth. Building on recent successes in the resource sector,
bilateral investment now needs to move into a range of new industries,
including infrastructure, finance, services and agriculture. This will
ensure a more diversified investment relationship, which fully exploits
the complementarities between the Australian and Korean economies154.
The most striking conclusion of this report is that Korean investment in
Australia is still less that what might be expected. Although the Japanese
economy is 3.5 times larger than the Korean economy, given the parallels in
industries, sectors and foreign direct investment in other countries, Korean
investment in Australia is still less than what might be expected. If Australia
received the same share of Korean investment as it does Japan, bilateral
investment stocks would be twice as high. Additionally, were the Japanese
trade-to-investment ratio replicated for Korea, stocks would be four times
higher155. These figures are also a wakeup call for Australia, suggesting that
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In the foreword of that same report, former South Korean Trade Minister
Bark Taeho concluded, “Building on strong foundations established in the
resource sector, the two countries now have an historic opportunity to mature
and broaden their investment ties. In a time of global and regional economic
uncertainty, such relationships will be catalytic for the achievement of an
integrated and dynamic Indo-Pacific region.”
Even a cursory look at the numbers for tourism reveals the potential for
Australia. In 2019, 28.7 million Koreans travelled overseas, over fifty percent
of the population. Of these only 1 percent, or 281,000, visited Australia. In the
same year nearly 2.3 million Korean tourists visited the United States. While
the closed borders and restricted air travel today pose short-term obstacles,
assuming that Australia and Korea continue their relative success in responding
to the global pandemic, Australia has the potential to be one of the first and
most attractive destinations for Korean tourists eager to explore once again,
but wary of visiting other countries where the response to COVID-19 has been
less robust.
Similarly, international education is also an area of tremendous potential for
improvement in Australia-Korea relations. The latest figures for international
student enrolment show approximately 4,000 Korean students in Australia
enrolled in higher education, compared with 120,000 for China and 47,000 for
India. Obviously, India and China have much larger populations, however if
one looks at student numbers in United States, the numbers for Korea, China,
and India are much closer to parity given the intense Korean predilection for
international education. In the case of Australia it is worth noting that Korea
ranks below even countries like Nepal or Brazil, ranking 7th overall in the
country of origin for education. As with tourism, the COVID-19 era presents a
unique opportunity for Australia as the traditionally favoured destinations for
Korean students, the United States and the United Kingdom, have had more
difficulty in their response to COVID-19. If current trends continue there will
be an opportunity for Australia to present itself as a safe and stable place for
Korean students to study and Australia may be able to re-position itself as an
upstart in respect to its international competitors in the education sector.
Beyond more traditional sectors such as commodity trade, tourism and
education, however, there is also tremendous untapped potential for AustraliaKorea cooperation in next generation technologies. Australia is one of the
world’s most reliable sources of critical materials and there is also tremendous
complementarity with Korean technology and manufacturing capabilities
that require Australian natural resources such as lithium and rare earth
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the potential to grow a deeper investment relationship with Korea is definitively
“low-hanging fruit” and that Australia should redouble its efforts to attract
investment from Korea.
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elements156. A recent partnership initiated by a Korean company and an
Australian lithium miner is indicative of what future resource partnerships
between both countries can achieve157. As Korean companies also shift their
manufacturing facilities to emerging hubs in Southeast Asia in response to
the COVID-19 pandemic and other economic forces, it will also drive demand
for Australian materials there as well. It seems in this way Korea is also an
important partner to help Australia’s diversification project advance in third
party countries in Southeast Asia as well.

Conclusion
The sections above only scratch the surface of the potential for the AustraliaKorea relationship. Other emerging technologies such as the hydrogen fuel
economy, joint efforts in response to global challenges such as pandemics and
climate change, coordinated engagement with Southeast Asian and the Pacific
Island countries all merit deeper examination. However, all of these will have to
be built upon a fundamental shift in how both countries perceive each other and
how they resource their relationship. If nothing else, the analysis above should
make it clear that in addressing shared challenges and taking advantage of
shared opportunities, Australia and the Korea are more naturally collaborators
than competitors, and should be partners, rather than simply peers.
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