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Foreword
India’s independence 75 years ago was a turning 
point for a country that had been under British 
rule for 200 years. In a moving speech on the 
eve of Independence, India’s first prime minister, 
Jawaharlal Nehru, spoke about India’s “Tryst with 
Destiny” and the substantial path that India would 
pledge to take from that day forth. It is important we 
acknowledge India’s incredible journey from 1947 
– when its GDP stood at 3 per cent of global GDP 
– to today as the 6th largest economy in the world. 
This tremendous growth and development story 
is one borne from a commitment to the values of 
democracy, equality, and justice.

India’s independence from the British brought with 
it both triumph and jubilation, but also a series of 
challenges – economic, social, and political. One 
must appreciate the role of India's constitution and 
its makers, who ensured that India’s diversity would 
be celebrated and that every Indian would be equal 
before the law. Today, this is what makes India the 
world’s largest democracy.

The economic challenges were not easy either, 
as former Prime Minister Manmohan Singh said 
famously, that at the beginning of the 20th Century, 
"the brightest jewel in the British Crown” was the 
poorest country in the world in terms of per capita 
income. Indeed, much of India’s progress since 1947 
can rightly be viewed as recovery from the many 
challenges and setbacks inherent in centuries under 
British rule. From the state playing a dominant 
role in the economy at the time of independence in 
ensuring every section of society benefitted, to the 
radical globalisation, liberalisation, and privatisation 
of the Indian economy in 1991, India has undergone 
challenging times which have shaped its course for a 
bright future.

India’s independence led by unwavering and 
committed leaders such as Mahatma Gandhi inspired 
many across Asia and Africa to fight for their own, 
which made India a leader of nations advocating for 
self-reliance and non-alignment. Despite its multiple 
territorial issues with neighbors, India has managed 
to ensure territorial integrity and become a leader 

in world politics. Today, India is not only one of the 
most powerful countries in the world with which 
others seek to engage, but it also plays a significant 
role in supporting other countries. India's assistance 
to various countries during the COVID-19 pandemic 
is a major case in point.

Australia is also a beneficiary of an independent 
India. At a time of geopolitical turbulence in the Indo-
Pacific, the importance of our two nations standing 
together, cooperating and sharing information is 
more important than ever. This is best illustrated by 
PM Modi becoming the first Indian Prime Minister 
to visit Australia in 28 years; to the Comprehensive 
Strategic Partnership; to the recently signed IndAus 
ECTA (Economic Cooperation and Trade Agreement). 
On an international level, Australia-India cooperation 
in the Quad and in the nascent Indo-Pacific Economic 
Framework both speak of shared interests 
and strategies.

Within Australia, the Indian diaspora has been 
instrumental in shaping the bilateral relationship. It 
is also the fastest growing community, standing at 
over 780,000 and continues to grow in its vibrancy 
and community ties. One need only look at the 
ambitious and wide-reaching agenda articulated 
by Quad Leaders to get a sense for the growing 
potential for our bilateral relationships. Whether, 
hydrogen, lithium, future batteries, or rare earths 
much of the road to an environmentally sustainable 
future run through both Australia and India.

This edited volume benefits from some remarkable 
scholars sharing their insights on sectors with 
particular promise for Australia-India cooperation 
going forward. Of note, R.A. Mashkelkar’s chapter on 
future energy, Julie Ballangarry’s chapter exploring 
the benefits of “First Nations Diplomacy,” Shams 
Aalam’s inspirational look at the role of sport in 
diplomacy, and Lakita Bourke’s focus on the growing 
role of the “diaspora dividend.” These chapters 
and many others make a convincing case that as 
we celebrate 75 years of Indian Independence, the 
prospect for the next 75 years is brighter still.

Professor Gordon Flake 
CEO OF THE PERTH USASIA CENTRE 

The Hon. Lisa Singh
CEO OF THE AUSTRALIA INDIA INSTITUTE
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I have been Sir Louis Matheson Distinguished 
Visiting Professor at Monash University for the last 
15 years. I have admired Australia’s amazing journey 
to world leadership in renewable energy – achieved 
with great speed and scale.

Australia adopted low emissions technology eight 
times faster in renewable energy installations than 
the world average in 2020. Today, 90 per cent of solar 
cells produced globally use Australian technology. 

Australia has a huge comparative advantage. It 
is endowed with high quality renewable energy 
resources in solar and wind, it has an abundance of 
land and water, a progressive government, which 
is fully committed to green energy transition, and a 
world class research and innovation ecosystem.

India has an aspiration to become a leader.

India has by 2030 committed to expand renewable 
energy generating capacity to around 500 gigawatts 
(GW) and be sourcing 50 per cent of its electricity 
requirements from renewable energy.1 India's non-
fossil fuel electricity generation has rapidly reached 
40 percent of its energy mix. The National Hydrogen 
Mission2 is a bold policy and funding initiative aimed 
at making India a global hub for the production and 
export of affordable green hydrogen.

In 2022 India and Australia have come together like 
never before. At the fourth India-Australia Energy 
Dialogue in February, the two countries signed 
an agreement on New and Renewable Energy 
Technology as a part of the Australian Government’s 
A$565.8 million commitment to support new 
international partnerships that make low emissions 
technologies cheaper.3 This was followed in April 
by the signing of the Australia-India Comprehensive 
Economic Cooperation Agreement.4 

India and Australia are natural partners given 
their shared vision as well as mutually reinforcing 
complementary strengths. India has a reputation for 
creating ultra-low-cost high quality products and 
services. It now has the aspiration to become the 
world’s best ultra-low-cost producer of renewable 
energy systems. Australia on the other hand brings 
technology excellence, massive energy generation 
opportunities and augmented manufacturing. 

From my personal window, I want to suggest the 
way forward is bilateral research and technology 
where both countries can jointly focus on the grand 
challenges and the new partnership and funding 
models needed to meet these challenges.

We already have fruitful ongoing India-Australia 
academic partnerships. I have personally witnessed 
the power of an excellent partnership as the 
Chairman of Advisory Council of the India Institute of 
Technology (IIT) Bombay-Monash Research Academy 
that produces around 25-to-30 joint PhDs a year 
using a unique partnership model with Indian and 
Australian industry. Similar joint PhD programs 
have since been developed between the University 
of Queensland and IIT Delhi, while Swinburne 
University and Deakin University have teamed with 
IIT Hyderabad. Each of these partners bring core 
competencies in green energy.

However, to attain leadership, we need to raise 
the bar by focusing on grand challenges, where 
the risks are large, but the potential gains are 
transformational. A few examples of such grand 
challenges are seawater electrolysis with innovative 
chemistries to suppress chlorine evolution; 
electrochemical green ammonia synthesis from 
water and air; photocatalytic water splitting with 
order of magnitude higher efficiency; and bio-
hydrogen with innovative microbial conversion 
processes. Acting in these areas will require bold 
ideas that are backed with bold funding.

Another hope for leadership comes from the 
powerful chains of each country’s national 
research laboratories – India’s Council of Scientific 
and Industrial Research (CSIR) and Australia’s 
Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research 
Organisation (CSIRO). I was the President of Global 
Research Alliance formed by the world’s nine leading 
national research labs – CSIR and CSIRO were 
the star partners. Both have shown leadership in 
renewable energy research and technology. Both 
need to join hands creating new types of partnership 
models, not only between themselves but also with 
Indian and Australian industry.

Australia and India: pioneers in the shipping and 
sharing of sunshine
R.A. Mashelkar FRS, Reliance Innovation Leadership Centre
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For example, CSIR recently showcased the first 
ever ‘invented and made in India’ hydrogen fuel cell 
powered bus, using cutting edge technology. This 
was achieved thanks to a unique Public Private 
Partnership (PPP) initiative – the New Millennium 
Indian Technology Leadership Initiative (NMITLI) 
that was launched in 2000 when I was the Director 
General of CSIR.5 NMITLI became India’s largest 
public private partnership with over 120 industry 
partners and more than 200 public institutional 
partners. Models like this – national PPPs focused 
on grand challenges – now need to be jointly 
reimagined by India and Australia to deliver the next 
generation of PPPs.

And some existing partnerships need greater 
investment. The Australia-India Strategic Research 
Fund (AISRF) is a pillar of collaboration on science, 
technology, and research, but its budget needs to 
increase several-fold for it to be able to take up the 
grand challenges, including support being provided 
at critical stages from concept to commercialisation. 

Encouragingly, Australia is strengthening its 
technology partnership with India through the 
establishment of a Centre of Excellence for Critical 
and Emerging Technology Policy in Bengaluru, 
India.6 Australia has committed A$35.7 million to 
support cooperation on the research, production 
and commercialisation of clean technologies, critical 
minerals, and energy.

Finally, we must keep our aspirations high, since 
they frame our possibilities. In that spirit, here is an 
inspiring story of Reliance Industries – India’s largest 
private sector firm – which has made a grand entry 
into the green energy business. Reliance, known for 
its amazing exponential growth, is making multi-
billion-dollar investments and building gigafactories 
across the whole value chain of green hydrogen.

I chair Reliance’s advisory New Energy Council. Two 
eminent Australian thought leaders are members, 
Professor Martin Green and Dr Alan Finkel. Professor 
Green invented the PERC solar cell (passivated 
emitter and rear cell), which now has over 85 per 
cent market share worldwide. Dr Finkel, a former 
Chief Scientist of Australia, has given amazing policy 
leadership to not only Australia, but to the global 
hydrogen economy. 

Reliance has set itself an audacious 
target of 1-1-1, meaning one 
kilogram of green hydrogen for one 
US dollar in one decade.7 Two iconic 
Australians are now helping an Indian 
corporate achieve its ambitions in 
green energy. We will need many 
more such inspiring examples of 
India-Australia partnership to achieve 
global leadership.

There is one sun. It shines brightly on all of us. The 
shipping and sharing of sunshine globally will lead to 
a sustainable world. If there was a time for this idea, 
it is now! And there are no better placed nations for 
pioneering this than India and Australia. Together we 
can create a much cleaner and safer planet for our 
future generations.

Dr. Raghunath Anant Mashelkar is known for his 
world class scientific research, transformative science 
and innovation leadership, and being an influential 
thought leader in shaping Science, Technology & 
Innovation policies in India. He was previously the 
Director General of CSIR, India, President of Indian 
National Science Academy, Chairman of National 
Innovation Foundation and President of Global 
Research Alliance. He has been honoured as a Fellow 
of The Royal Society as well as with several Foreign 
Fellowships, which include the US National Science 
Academy, the National Academy of Engineering, 
the US Academy of Arts and Science, the Australian 
Academy of Science and the Australian Academy of 
Technology and Engineering. He was a member of the 
Science Advisory Committee to the Prime Minister 
for over three decades and received India’s highest 
civilian honours: the Padmashri, Padmabhushan 
and Padmavibhushan.
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What is the stereotypical image of a start-
up founder?
A few years ago, you may have thought they would 
be a young 20-something, highly educated from a 
STEM field, living in a major city, and in all probability 
male. Their start-up would be based on a new 
software product, and their employees would be just 
like them – all similar in age and education. 

While you hold on to that thought, let me share a 
little anecdote: 
A couple of months ago, we had a visitor at WE Hub, 
India’s firstt and only state led physical incubator 
for Women Entrepreneurs at 6:00 AM. Let’s call 
her Sita. She had taken an overnight train and had 
come straight to our office from the station. Armed 
with a few samples of the products she had made; 
she was ready to make her pitch to us. When our 
team walked into the office, Sita recognized every 
member of the team based on the Entrepreneur 
training videos we had made. She spoke the start-
up language and was armed with an entire gamut 
of knowledge she had gained despite living more 
than seven hours away from the main capital city. 
While we were wide eyed and humbly impressed, 
Sita asked us quite emphatically to “Guide me in 
becoming a job creator and support my community”

And that is what start-up founders really are – 
people with passion to scale up their ideas and 
become Job Creators. And they are diverse.

Start-up founders are no longer 
defined by any preconceptions about 
gender, age, location or whatever 
else. Start-ups today are inclusive, 
bridging the gaps which exist across 
gender and education. Melanie 
Perkins of Canva, Falguni Nayar of 
Nyka, and Sarah Blakely of Spanx 
are all trailblazers and self-made 
billionaires who are shattering glass 
ceilings when it comes to leadership. 
These women entrepreneurs are 
inspiring millions of young girls 
across the world to not just pursue 
education but become the best in 
STEM fields.

The economic benefits of start-ups are for all to see, 
but one of the biggest disruptions that start-ups are 
creating across the world is in helping to bridge the 
gender gap. There is a long way to go, but both India 
and Australia are well on their way to better enabling 
girls and young women to not only dream big but 
do big!

Over the past few decades, many governments 
across the world have begun focusing on fostering 
innovation and entrepreneurship as key resources of 
prosperity, productivity and, importantly, as a way of 
propelling economic growth. Start-ups are becoming 
engines which drive higher incomes, strong 
geopolitical presence, and create jobs of the future. 

This is mainly because the way corporations do 
business has changed. The decade between 2002 and 
2012 saw as many as half the global corporations 
in the Fortune 100 drop out of the list. Many 
corporations have disappeared, downsized, pivoted 
or merged into something totally different. For 
example, previous giants like Kodak, Nokia, and Palm 
of PalmPilot fame, were pioneers in their respective 
fields but were quickly overtaken by innovative 
companies and start-ups. 

The second key role of start-ups in economies 
is to spur innovation and create results for an 
ever-changing world. According to the Kauffman 
Foundation, between 2000-2010 Industrial Era 
companies in the US dismissed or downgraded more 
jobs than they created. Companies such as Google, 
Facebook (now Meta) among others are credited with 
having created more than 4.6 million new jobs both 
directly and indirectly during the same time.8

The third role that start-ups play in disrupting 
economies is through job creation in blue sky areas 
we only have read in research paper. Historically, 
education systems have focused on preparing people 
for specific professional careers, such as doctors, 
engineers, lawyers, and accountants. While these 
professions are pillars of society, the result is that 
economies become more a consumer economy 
rather than producer economy.

Start-ups as disrupters of society:  
an Australian Indian perspective
Deepthi Ravula, CEO WE HUB, Government of Telangana
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As the crucial role of entrepreneurs in generating 
growth and jobs becomes clearer, nations are 
re-aligning education to foster a culture of 
entrepreneurship. This is enabling a lot of local 
innovators and entrepreneurs to work on solving 
the local challenges. Enabling environments like 
incubators and accelerators are facilitating start-up 
entrepreneurs to work closely with technological 
innovators in order to improve the welfare of the 
community around them and provide solutions. 

By collaborating with governments, scalable start-
ups can foster technological developments and 
become strategic partners of larger corporations. 
Start-ups can even increase people’s welfare by 
providing solutions to environmental issues. 

The fourth role of start-ups and innovators is to 
enrich and empower the communities around 
them. During the past two years when much of the 
world was reeling from the COVID-19 pandemic, 
restrictions on people movement led workspaces 
to shift into technology-enabled virtual worlds. 
But a new way of working soon emerged where 
many start-up founders moved to the smaller 
towns and cities to set up their secondary base. 
They increasingly hired teams remotely, which 
enabled talent from regional areas to be part of 
the innovation ecosystem from which they were 
previously excluded.

Start-up founders became the front runners of 
this movement both in India and Australia, which 
democratised entrepreneurship and reduced 
economic and geographic inequalities. This also 
spurred economic activity in rural and regional 
areas due to increased local spending as the better 
quality of life and affordability on offer attracted 
workers, trickling down the culture of innovation and 
entrepreneurship. These businesses are now re-
shaping entire industries, forcing traditional players 
to re-think their strategies.

The fifth and most important role start-ups play is 
in democratising entrepreneurship and creating 
inclusive employment opportunities. Governments 
have a huge role to play in supporting the growth 
of start-ups which bring more jobs, revenues, and 
foreign direct investment into countries. Innovators 
and entrepreneurs need to be fostered by the 
creation of more innovation and start-up hubs, and 
better access to Government funding to enable, 
encourage and scale start-ups so that they can 
deliver and sustain the jobs of tomorrow.

In March 2022, Australia announced a series of 
new collaborative investments with India9 paving 
the way for creating a plethora of opportunities. 
These include the India-Australia Innovation and 
Technology Challenge, the India-Australia Critical 
Minerals Research Partnership, and the India-
Australia Green Steel Partnership to collaborate 
on research production and commercialisation of 
clean technologies, critical minerals and energy.10 
The agreements also include funding to expand the 
Australian Space Agency's cooperation with India.11

By committing to the continued collaboration 
between entrepreneurs of both nations, developing 
innovative products and promoting start-ups and 
incubation centres, both Australia and India are 
committed to enhancing cooperation in the Micro, 
Small and Medium Enterprises (MSME) sector. 
Because TOGETHER is the best way to go forward 
and grow.

Deepthi Ravula is the CEO of WE HUB (Women 
Entrepreneurs HUB), A Government of Telangana 
initiative for promoting and fostering Women 
Entrepreneurship in Telangana and across India. An 
Electronics Engineer by education, she has 15 years of 
experience working in USA with Palm, Nokia, Atheros, 
Qualcomm, LitePoint, Teradyne among others. She 
has been appointed as CEO of WE Hub since inception 
in 2017. Under her leadership, WE HUB has scaled 
to become India’s first and only state-led physical 
incubator for Women Entrepreneurs and has been 
working towards democratizing entrepreneurship 
across Urban/Rural/Tribal regions of Telangana & India. 
WE HUB is working towards enabling other states in 
India and academic institutions across the world to 
create support mechanisms for women entrepreneurs 
based on the learnings over the past four years.
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Technology has a reputation as a disruptive force.

Possibly the biggest and most positive disruptive 
force unleashed by technology is the ability for 
companies to be more easily born global. These 
global firms increasingly have global teams, 
separated physically by geography, but powered 
by technology to be truly collaborative in a way not 
possible in decades past.

Tech's disruptive impact isn't always positive. 
So while we have to acknowledge there are 
potentially harmful social impacts of technology 
and that governments have a right to mitigate 
those risks, I believe strongly that the positives 
of the global, free and open Internet far outweigh 
the negatives.

This global and open nature of technology is the 
same force that enabled two young Australians 
from the University of NSW to build a global 
software powerhouse from their base in Sydney. 
Now, 20 years later, Atlassian is a NASDAQ listed 
company, with over 8,000 people across more than 
13 countries and a plan to become a company of 
more than 25,000 employees.

This includes a large and growing presence in India. 
Starting with just over 60 employees four years ago, 
Atlassian has more than 1,000 Indian employees and 
has plans to hire and increase that dramatically over 
the next year.

As demonstrated by Atlassian’s success, this 
open approach to global technology trade and the 
free and open Internet has benefited India and 
Australia enormously. 

For Atlassian, India is our fastest-growing talent 
location and is already our third largest country for 
employees after the US and Australia.

India is a destination for companies seeking highly 
skilled professionals. Github estimates there are 
already 5.8 million software developers in India and 
that number is growing rapidly.12

As a demonstration of this, Atlassian’s Indian team 
is an essential part of our global R&D workforce. 
Today, large parts of our products for the IT Service 
Management market are built out of India, as 
well as significant elements of our cloud platform 
and infrastructure.

That the Indian technology workforce is world class 
can also be witnessed in the number of Indian-born 
and trained technology and business professionals 
who are now CEOs of some of the world’s largest 
tech firms, including Adobe, Microsoft, Google, IBM, 
VMWare and Twitter.

The potential for technology 
partnerships between Australia and 
India has been underplayed for a 
long time, or worse, characterised as 
a simplistic functional outsourcing 
relationship. This is a view that 
diminishes the skill and value of the 
Indian workforce and the investment 
of Indian companies in Australia.

It ignores the fact that Indian IT 
services firms like Wipro, Infosys, TCS 
and Tech Mahindra have built large 
Australian operations employing 
tens of thousands of people. The 
services they provide have enabled 
many traditional sectors of the 
Australian economy to digitise, 
creating significant benefits and 
positioning Australia well to weather 
the COVID storms.

It also ignores the fact that increasingly, Australian 
tech companies are accessing Indian talent to help 
them to scale their operations faster.

According to the Tech Council of Australia, tech 
is already Australia’s third largest sector in 
terms of contribution to GDP after Mining and 
Financial services.13

Clean tech, quantum and space: the future of  
the bilateral technology relationship
David Masters, Global Policy & Regulatory Affairs, Atlassian
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The new Albanese Labor Government has committed 
to the Tech Council’s target of 1.2 million jobs by 
2030.14 To hit that target we are going to need the 
Australian industry to continue to rapidly grow and 
scale; and to do that we need both locally trained 
and developed talent but also access to international 
sources of skills.

For Atlassian, growing our team in India creates both 
employment opportunities there, and helps us to 
continue to scale our services rapidly worldwide, so 
other locations like Australia benefit.

India is key to our aim to become a 25,000-person 
company. We will also grow our employee numbers 
in Australia significantly under this plan. So, both 
nations benefit from that growth.

In a similar win-win, Australia offers Indian tech 
companies a great market with a proven track record 
as early adopters of technology, to begin to access 
broader export opportunities.

One of India’s most successful Software as a 
Service (SaaS) companies is Freshworks whose first 
customer anywhere in the world was the Perth-
based Atwell College. Freshworks is now listed on 
the NASDAQ and has more than 3,000 customers 
in Australia. 

To the credit of both Governments, Australia and 
India see partnerships on technology as key to 
growing their trade and investment relationship.

It forms a significant part of the Economic 
Cooperation and Trade Agreement between the 
two countries signed in April15 and could play an 
even bigger role in the ongoing trade negotiations 
between our two nations.

While the partnerships on software and services 
are well established and well positioned to grow, 
there are also massive opportunities to grow the 
integration of our supply chains and talent pools 
into other areas like clean technology, quantum 
and space.

India offers Australia a massive, fast-growing market 
with a rapidly digitising citizenry; and an enormous 
pool of incredibly talented and well-trained 
technology professionals.

Australia has a huge demand for talent to support 
our digital transformation and support the scaling of 
our emerging technology companies. 

This clearly benefits both nations. Continuing to 
focus on improving the flow of talent and resisting 
knee-jerk attempts to restrict the flow of data is 
critical to the ongoing success of this bi-lateral 
technology relationship.

David Masters is the Director of Global Public Policy at 
Atlassian and is currently the Chair of the Information 
and Communication Technology Industry Reference 
Committee and Co-Chair of the Skills and Talent 
Subcommittee of the Technology Council of Australia. 
David has previously been the Corporate Affairs 
Director for Microsoft Australia, ICT Practice Director 
for public affairs consultancy Parker & Partners and 
has worked for the Australian Government as a senior 
public servant and adviser on a range of ICT policy 
issues. Atlassian is the principle corporate partner for 
the 2022 Australia India Leadership Dialogue.
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Since the end of the fifteenth century, the Indian 
Ocean has been key to global power.

When Portuguese explorer Vasco da Gama arrived 
in the Indian Ocean in 1498 he laid the foundations 
for the rise of Portugal as a great power. It was 
the Netherlands’ displacement of the Portuguese 
from key Indian Ocean ports that paved the way for 
the rise of its own global Empire, and when Britain 
in turn seized the Indian Ocean ports it set itself 
on course to create the most extensive empire in 
world history.

The great power rivalry over the Indian Ocean is 
driven by its strategic value as an economic highway. 
Prior to da Gama’s arrival, the Indian Ocean was the 
main thoroughfare between the major economies 
of Asia and Europe. The Portuguese, Dutch and the 
British in effect established a protection racket over 
Indian Ocean trade, requiring everyone to use their 
ports, or buy permissions, or use their merchant 
shipping to conduct their business. The result was 
fabulous wealth and power.

The Indian Ocean slipped from the centre of global 
wealth and power during the second half of the 
twentieth century. During World War II, Imperial 
Japan was unable to mount a sustained campaign 
in the Indian Ocean, masking the rapid decline in 
the capacity of the British navy to keep hostile 
powers out of the region. The US Navy stepped into 
the breach, establishing the country as the major 
power in the Indian Ocean. It has since maintained 
its primacy, despite a brief rise in concern about the 
development of Soviet naval capabilities in the Indian 
Ocean during the 1980s. During this time, the focus 
of global power competition moved to the Atlantic 
and Pacific Oceans.

But since the beginning of the twenty-first century, 
the Indian Ocean has come back as a focus for global 
power competition. The growing dependence of the 
major industrial economies of North Asia on the 
Gulf region for their energy supplies has steadily 
increased the importance of the Indian Ocean as a 
major economic thoroughfare. 

China’s emergence as the world’s largest oil 
importer, against a background of rivalry with the 
US, has transformed the Indian Ocean’s economic 
importance into a potential power resource. In the 
event of serious confrontation or conflict, the ability 
of the US and its allies to restrict China’s oil supplies 
across the Indian Ocean would be a major strategic 
asset. It would risk crippling both China’s economic 
viability and its war fighting ability.

Consequently, China has been 
steadily increasing its naval 
capabilities in the Indian Ocean. The 
main attention has been on its ports 
in Djibouti, Gwadar and Hanbantota, 
and on its anti-piracy operations 
in the Red Sea. But much more 
significant has been the increase in 
its nuclear submarine presence in the 
Indian Ocean. Submarines provide the 
ability to protect commercial shipping 
while threatening other powers’ 
capabilities to blockade shipping.

As Beijing ’s strategic capabilities and ambitions 
have grown, so has the imperative to protect 
China’s Indian Ocean energy supplies. China’s 
greater assertiveness since 2008 has brought 
serious confrontations with India, Japan, South 
Korea, Vietnam, the Philippines and Australia. As 
a result trust in China as a strategic actor in the 
region has plummeted. The US and its allies are 
now searching for ways to shape and limit Beijing’s 
ambitions, further heightening China’s concerns 
about better securing of its energy lifelines through 
the Indian Ocean.

A deeper Indo-Australian strategic partnership  
in the Indian Ocean
Professor Michael Wesley, Deputy Vice-Chancellor International, 
University of Melbourne
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For Australia and India, this has changed the salience 
of the Indian Ocean in both countries’ strategic 
frameworks. Since European settlement, Australia 
has tended to overlook the Indian Ocean in favour 
of the Pacific. Australia’s major population centres 
fringe the Pacific, and it major strategic threats, as 
well as its most significant economic opportunities, 
have been centred on the Pacific. However, as rising 
global strategic competition spills into the Indian 
Ocean, Australia has rediscovered its other ocean. 
Australia was among the first countries to advocate 
a conception of the “Indo-Pacific” as a strategic realm 
rather than just the “Asia Pacific”.

India has always regarded the Indian Ocean as 
central to its strategic concerns, identifying as a core 
security goal the need to exclude hostile interests 
from the area. But for most of the past 75 years 
since independence, the primary threats to India 
have come from its land borders with Pakistan and 
China. As a consequence of wars with both countries, 
India has invested heavily in its army and air force, 
at the expense of its navy. Now that is changing, 
with major investments in naval platforms and 
bases, and the expansion of maritime exercises with 
strategic partners.

Professor Michael Wesley is Deputy Vice-Chancellor 
International at the University of Melbourne, 
responsible for leading the University's international 
engagement. His research focuses on Australian 
foreign policy, Asia’s international relations and 
strategic affairs, and the politics of state-building 
interventions. His most recent book is Restless 
Continent: Wealth, Rivalry and Asia's New Geopolitics. 
Previously, Professor Wesley was Professor of 
International Affairs and Dean of the College of Asia & 
the Pacific at the Australian National University (ANU), 
Director of the Coral Bell School of Asia Pacific Affairs 
at ANU, the Executive Director of the Lowy Institute 
for International Policy, Director of the Griffith Asia 
Institute at Griffith University, and Assistant Director-
General for Transnational Issues at the Office of 
National Assessments. He has a PhD in International 
Relations from the University of St Andrews, Scotland.

The convergence of India’s and Australia’s interests 
in the Indian Ocean now lays the foundations for 
a burgeoning strategic partnership. Australia’s 
inclusion in India’s “Malabar” naval exercises from 
2020, and India’s inclusion in Australia’s “Talisman 
Sabre” exercises, along with the Mutual Logistics 
Support Arrangement signed by both countries 
in 2020, are all establishing the scaffolding for a 
deeper Indo-Australian strategic partnership in the 
Indian Ocean.
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At the very heart of First Nations Diplomacy 
(FND) is a First Nations approach to international 
relations, but what exactly does this mean? 

Australia’s First Nations peoples have the oldest 
continuing culture on the planet – it is something 
that should be celebrated and learnt from. Our 
ontological, and epistemological worldviews have 
been established since time immemorial and are 
inclusive of governance, polity and diplomatic 
practices which were enacted with neighbouring 
clan and nation groups to ensure a peaceful co-
existence. These practices extended beyond the 
continent of Australia, following trade routes and 
inter-cultural networks developed across the seas, 
as far as Borneo.16 

Our culture and polity centred around concepts of 
relationships and relationality, respect, reflection, 
responsibility, relevance, reciprocity, and autonomy/
sovereignty.17 Despite the ongoing effects of 
colonialism, First Nations peoples have maintained 
and continued these interconnected concepts of 
knowing, being and doing. 

So, how can FND help shape and strengthen 
Australia-India relations as we approach the 
next century?

 Traditionally, Australia’s foreign policy approach 
towards India has been through the instrument of 
aid. Between 1951-1969 initial contact between the 
two countries was through aid, driven by Australia’s 
strategic interests in India.18 However, there are 
“risks in using aid as a tool to bridge the strategic 
divergence”19 which has been created over the 
last decade within the Indo Pacific region. An FND 
approach moves beyond the ‘symbolic’ instrument of 
aid, to a more holistic approach of relationalism, one 
of many concepts of FND.20

 It must be noted that relationalism is more than 
a simplistic view of relationship building, rather 
it is the ability to connect “without resorting 
to domination and hierarchy”21 whereby “all 
perspectives are valid and reasonable in the context 
of relational responsibilities and ethical conduct.”22 

Consequently, a FND approach and its unique 
perspectives can challenge the current Western 
paradigm of diplomacy and open up new modalities 
for Australia’s engagement with India. 

Australia initially established its diplomatic relations 
with India, in 194123, when India still had colonial 
ties to the Crown ahead of its independence in 
1947.24 As a post-colonial state, India values the 
same underpinning concepts of FND as part of 
its own identity. Like Australian First Nations, the 
Indian population places “a high value on harmony 
and unity work with others”25, with collectivism and 
community support systems playing a major role 
in India. 

How First Nations diplomacy can shape Australia India ties
Julie Ballangarry, School of Government and International Relations,  
Griffith University
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Furthermore, many Indians in rural areas utilise a 
self-regulation system of imposed rules to maintain 
social order and harmony.26 This idea of a self-
regulated system, links explicitly to the reflective and 
relationality practices of FND, which is based on the 
“generalised sense of responsibility”27 whereby one 
sees themselves in relation to others and the world. 

Additionally, this one example of collectivism 
and harmony, also speaks to FND concepts of 
autonomy28 and autonomous regard29, which 
incidentally interconnects with relationalism.30

Looking to the future, there are two key 
challenges for Australia in strengthening its 
relations with India. Firstly, how does Australia 
position itself as a post-colonial nation –although 
still technically a colonial nation – in a post-
colonial Indo-Pacific region? Secondly, how can 
Australia learn from India?

 FND provides the required concepts needed to 
help Australia develop an identity within the region 
as a post-colonial state. A nation state’s identity is 
an important aspect of foreign policy, particularly 
because a nation’s foreign policy reflects the identity 
it seeks to present to the global community.31 If 
Australia is serious about strengthening ties with 
India, it is imperative that FND and its approaches 
become a central pillar of Australian values and 
thus its foreign policy. The idea of the Australian 
identity changing and growing is an important one 

for Australia to better situate itself, reflecting the 
country’s changing domestic demographic where 
the Indian diaspora is one of the fastest growing 
‘migrant’ groups in Australia.32 

Moreover, FND will also fundamentally and 
structurally change – and inherently challenge –  
how Australia interacts with and learns from India. 
On key issues such as climate change and security 
an FND-led approach to foreign policy can more 
closely align with that of low- and middle-income 
countries like India. 

Finally, an FND approach will also create space 
for Australia to better situate itself in the wider 
Indo-Pacific by adding transparency and legitimacy 
to Australia’s domestic behaviour and efforts at 
promoting inclusion, diversity, and multiculturalism. 

In conclusion, FND has the potential to not only 
strengthen ties with India, but also help shape an 
international identity for Australia – one which seeks 
to place First Nations approaches at the centre of 
foreign policy, and provide a space where FND helps 
to shape new international norms.

Julie Ballangarry is a proud Gumbaynggirr/Dunghutti 
woman and PhD Candidate at the School of 
Government and International Relations, Griffith 
University. Julie is passionate about Indigenous affairs, 
public policy, and how Indigenous ways of being, 
knowing and doing can help to strengthen policy 
outcomes, particularly in key areas such as foreign 
policy. Prior to commencing her PhD Julie completed 
a Bachelor of Education with Honours (Class 1) and 
spent several years working in Remote and Low SES 
community schools.
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There is substantial potential for Australia and 
India to both broaden the economic aspects of their 
bilateral relationship and capitalise on a wide range 
of opportunities for strategic convergence in the 
Indian Ocean and Southeast Asia.34

But perhaps less appreciated is the increasing 
relevance of the South Pacific region within the wider 
Indo-Pacific, and the untapped potential for Australia 
and India to cooperate on their engagement with the 
South Pacific. 

India’s own engagement with Pacific Island Countries 
has grown considerably since 2014 in areas such 
as maritime security cooperation, sustainable 
development, climate change adaptation, clean 
energy technology transfers, development aid, 
humanitarian and disaster relief, disease response 
and control, and pharmaceuticals. During India’s 
meeting with the Pacific Small Island Developing 
States grouping35 in New York in 2019, India 
allocated US$12 million to the region, with US$1 
million for each country in funding for developmental 
projects. India also provided an additional US$150 
million in lines of credit for climate related projects, 
renewable energy, and adaptation mechanisms.36

Australia meanwhile has deep family kinship with 
the South Pacific. In a signal of Australia’s renewed 
focus on the region, new Foreign Minister Penny 
Wong made four visits to the South Pacific since the 
Australian Labor Party secured government at the 
May 2022 election, announcing a slew of projects in 
energy, resources, aid, climate change prerogatives, 
maritime security and COVID recovery.37

Despite the presence of multiple players in the 
region, Australia has remained the South Pacific’s 
chief provider in terms of supplying aid, markets for 
exports, military forces, and regional stability. 

There have been two prevailing schools of thought 
about the potential for Australia-India cooperation in 
the South Pacific. The first38 proposes that India build 
bilateral relations directly with South Pacific island 
countries rather than pursuing trilateral associations 
with Australia or New Zealand. This advice was 
sound when Indian engagement with the region was 
at a nascent stage and it was more prudent to begin 
initial engagement on independent terms. However, 
with growing Indian engagement in the region and 
budding Australia-India ties, there are now more 
incentives for India to take a more collaborative 
approach to the region. 

The second perspective has argued in favour 
of collaboration39, asserting that trilateral aid 
cooperation is beneficial in better piloting the aid flow 
and achieving productive outcomes. 

While Australia already has existing paradigms of 
cooperation with traditional donors, engagement 
with India as an emerging donor would provide 
opportunities in areas of mutual interest in the 
region. It is also an opportune time for Australia and 
India to be establishing such trilateral frameworks 
given the high level of political will on both sides to 
advance the relationship. 

Both countries are strategically aligned when it 
comes to the Indian Ocean Region, Southeast Asia, 
the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue, and the nature 
of the Indo-Pacific order – namely to ensure these 
regions are stable and open, free, inclusive, and with 
relations based on international rules and norms. 
While this strategic congruence has existed for the 
last decade, the momentum of the relationship has 
accelerated in recent years as great power rivalry 
(namely China and the US) has increased the stakes 
of Australia India cooperation. 

The Potential of the Pearls:  
cooperation in the South Pacific33

Asha Sundaramurthy, Jawaharlal Nehru University
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Australia’s intricate knowledge of the region 
can provide valuable feedback for India’s own 
engagement with Pacific Island Countries while 
Australia stands to benefit in the South Pacific from 
better information-sharing with India. By working 
collaboratively both countries can orientate their 
regional engagement while being mindful of each 
other’s sensibilities. 

While India’s engagement with the South Pacific 
would continue independently, a separate combined 
approach with Australia is timely given the two 
countries’ converging perspectives on regional 
stability in the broader Indo-Pacific, and mutually 
improved maritime capabilities in their own 
upgraded bilateral relationship. 

There are evident areas of continued cooperation: 
climate change adaptation, maritime security, and 
infrastructure assistance. However, there are also 
areas where Australia and India are uniquely placed 
to add value in the South Pacific. These include:

 ↗ The Blue Economy (the sustainable development 
of these island country’s ocean resources). 
This would include issues around fisheries 
maintenance, governance, tourism, aid flows, 
water security40 and market strategies.

 ↗ Critical minerals collaboration. For example, 
given South Pacific Island Countries have 
expansive Economic Exclusion Zones, there 
is the potential for them to tap into Australia 
and India’s capabilities in deep sea mineral 
exploration to better understand the extent of 
their potential mineral resources.

 ↗ The Fiji factor. Fiji is a crucial player in the region 
and trilateral engagement with Australia and 
India would help promote cooperation across the 
South Pacific.

As primary players of the Indo-Pacific with well-
cultivated maritime capabilities, Australia and India 
are well-placed to cooperate on their engagement 
with Pacific Island Countries, including in the South 
Pacific. This is even more important when the 
COVID -19 pandemic has exposed capability-gaps 
in these smaller states, highlighting the need for 
reliable partners.

In a mutually beneficial framework, the South 
Pacific region has the potential to improve on 
its existing bilateral relationships with larger 
neighbours to create a more collaborative model of 
engagement that can help to better build regional 
capabilities across various sectors and reduce its aid 
dependency on any single state.

While separate individual engagement with the 
South Pacific has its own relevant dividends for 
Australia and India, a combined approach in fulfilling 
common interests in the region would provide added 
capability, credibility, and bilateral affinity. 

The issue of bilateral affinity is particularly 
important given the as yet unrealised potential of 
Australia-India collaboration. Creating avenues and 
opportunities for regional collaboration, such has 
been done in the Indian Ocean region, can also be 
replicated in the Pacific Island region. 

Asha Sundaramurthy submitted her PhD in March 
2022 on Australia-India relations from Jawaharlal 
Nehru University, New Delhi. Previously a Visiting 
Fellow with the Australia-India Institute, her current 
area of research focus is on Australia-India ties 
and Oceania. She has written academic articles on 
different areas of the Indo-Pacific, ranging from the 
China factor in Australia-India ties, Australia-Nepal 
ties, Australia and the One China Policy, maritime 
delimitation in India-Indonesia relations, India’s 
engagement in the Pacific Island states, political 
thinkers in Myanmar as well as commentaries on 
various issues in the Indo-Pacific region.
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Climate, geoeconomics and regional architecture:  
an agenda for the Indian Ocean
Baani Grewal, Australian Strategic Policy Institute 

The Indian Ocean region has gone from once being 
merely fashionable in strategic discourse, to now 
being viewed as essential to the Indo-Pacific’s 
geopolitical, economic and climate stability.

The region is astonishingly vast and complex, 
stretching from the Horn of Africa to Western 
Australia. It includes diverse subregions such as the 
Middle East, South Asia and Southeast Asia, all with 
their own historical geopolitical disputes. It contains 
the majority of Asia’s fastest growing economies, 
is home to multiple fragile island states bordered 
by critical maritime trade routes and chokepoints 
which are crucial for global supply routes and Asia’s 
energy security. 

At the same time, the region is in a period of flux, 
hurtling towards a new multipolarity.

It is crowded by traditional Indian Ocean naval 
powers such as India and France, and increasingly 
Australia and Europe. This strategic landscape is 
overshadowed by growing great power competition 
between China and the United States, the 
stresses of which will dominate the region in the 
coming decades. 

India and Australia now find themselves as guardians 
of this increasingly contested region. Both share vast 
Indian Ocean coastlines and have strong interests in 
maintaining regional stability.

In 2020, Australia and India entered a new phase of 
their bilateral relationship. After decades of failed 
starts and disagreements, Delhi and Canberra signed 
on to become Strategic Partners as both embraced 
new strategic realities in the Indo-Pacific, united by 
concerns over China’s growing posture in the region. 

As part of their new Comprehensive Strategic 
Partnership (CSP), Prime Ministers Morrison 
and Modi signed a joint declaration on a ‘Shared 
Vision for Maritime Cooperation in the Indo-Pacific.’ 
Simultaneously, they took part in the revival of 
the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue, now held at 

the leaders’ level, and their militaries participated 
in increasingly complex bilateral and multilateral 
military exercises. Both declared that future 
challenges in the Indo-Pacific ‘are likely to occur in, 
and emanate from, the maritime domain’. 

The majority of these challenges will emanate from 
and shape the future of the Indian Ocean. Delhi 
and Canberra now have a unique opportunity to be 
prepared to meet these challenges.

The CSP and Quad are the first steps in working 
together to insure regional stability. However, India 
and Australia share a fundamentally different view of 
the Indian Ocean region. 

Delhi sees itself as the resident 
hegemon of the Indian Ocean, while 
Australia views it as its ‘second 
sea’ as it prioritises the Pacific and 
Southeast Asia in its foreign policy 
and defence posture. Both have 
previously viewed each other as 
minor players, an attitude which still 
echoes in their bureaucracies despite 
the political momentum being 
generated at higher levels. 

Since 2020, Australia has taken steps to increase its 
engagement with the region. But the entire Indian 
Ocean region will have far ranging consequences for 
the Indo-Pacific, potentially more than the Atlantic 
and Pacific Oceans, and both countries urgently need 
an action plan to address the unique challenges 
emanating from this area. 

The first step would be to come to a shared 
understanding and action plan on the strategic future 
of the Indian Ocean. This should include building 
upon the existing joint maritime vision to address the 
regional uncertainties and coming to terms with each 
other’s differences and shortcomings.
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Next, the Indian Ocean island states of the also 
present opportunities and challenges. One 
opportunity is to help these small states shape 
their maritime security capabilities and their ocean 
resources. But a challenge is how these island states 
will survive climate change, which could result in 
extreme humanitarian disasters and large-scale 
people migration. India and Australia, along with 
their Quad partners, need to anticipate these future 
challenges in planning how they cooperate on 
humanitarian assistance and disaster relief. 

Canberra and Delhi should be cognisant that climate 
change refugees and people smuggling could be the 
region’s most pressing challenges over the coming 
decade. The 2022 economic crisis in Sri Lanka is a 
stark reminder of the risks. 

Importantly, Australia and India need to work 
together to strengthen the existing regional 
architecture in the Indian Ocean, or build new hybrid 
– security and governance – groupings. Existing 
regional architectures – such as the Indian Ocean 
Rim Association (IORA) and Indian Ocean Naval 
Symposium – remain ineffective. For example, in 
security governance, IORA lacks a pan-ocean wide 
maritime domain awareness mechanism. Most of the 
states bordering or in the Indian Ocean lack maritime 
security capacity and rely on India, Australia, the US 
or China for training. 

Above all, a discussion of the region’s future cannot 
exclude the geoeconomic and connectivity stakes at 
play. India’s absence from Regional Comprehensive 
Economic Partnership and its traditional reluctance 
to join regional free trade agreements (FTAs) is an 
impediment. India has warmed to bilateral FTAs 

but the region is far away from a Trans-Pacific-
Partnership type agreement. And multilateral 
infrastructure initiatives such as the Indo Pacific 
Economic Framework and Blue Dot Network, must 
deliver quickly to compete with Beijing’s Belt and 
Road Initiative. 

Of course, going forward we cannot discount 
the dangers presented by a regional arms race, 
increasing grey-zone activities (hostile actions short 
of direct confrontation) and even open conflict. 
Another flare-up in the unsettled land border 
between India and China could spill over to the 
Indian Ocean, while Australia could be pulled into 
any potential conflict between the United States 
and China. 

The future remains uncertain. But Australia and India 
can provide stability if they work together for the 
region, look past great power rivalry and build upon 
their growing bilateral relationship. 
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research officer with the Department of Foreign 
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University of New South Wales, Sydney. 
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Sport has been intertwined with a national pride and 
world politics for as long as it has existed, and when 
it comes strengthening relations between Australia 
and India, sport plays a special role.

During my visits to Sydney and the Melbourne 
Cricket Club for the Australia India Youth Dialogue 
program in 2022, I got to know how sport functions 
in Australia and was struck by how disability-friendly 
it is. 

Organisations such as FIFA and the Olympics are 
increasingly ensuring sport is more inclusive. And 
for India and Australia there are new opportunities to 
take our sports relationship well beyond our mutual 
love of cricket to collaborating on a more wholistic 
level, whether it is ensuring sports are accessible 
to all, or collaborating in sports science and sports 
management. 

Why should sport be a focus of bilateral relations 
between India and Australia? The simple answer is 
that sport transcends difference. When it comes to 
sports we don’t see religion, caste, or creed. When 
sportspersons meet they introduce each other 
through their name and the sports they play, not the 
country they are from. Sport has a unifying effect. 

Sports-themed programs also offer participants the 
opportunity to interact with each other’s society, 
culture, and values firsthand. 

India’s Prime Minister Narenda Modi has made 
improving sporting outcomes a strategic priority 
in India, and Australia is a country known for its 
sports diplomacy. Given this complementarity, sports 
are an obvious focus for the next phase of India’s 
strengthening bilateral ties with Australia. 

After the Tokyo 2020 Paralympic 
and Olympic events, I noticed here 
in India, as a sports diplomat and 
founder of the Para-swimming 
Association of Mumbai and Para 
Sports Association Mumbai, that 
the Paralympic ecosystem in India 
can benefit from collaboration with 
countries like Australia. Though 
both countries signed a sports 
memorandum of understanding 
in 2014, it made no mention of 
collaboration focused specifically 
on Paralympic sports. Given how 
bilateral relations have grown and 
matured since the MOU was signed, 
the time is ripe for a refresh of the 
MOU and the inclusion of Paralympic 
sports as a domain for collaboration. 

Collaboration also needs to include the crucial 
role of management staff. Australian organisations 
are well placed to provide expertise in sports 
management, training, consultancy and education. 
Though there has been some one-off exchange 
programs in sport management between Australia 
and India, the formalisation of such a program could 
ensure its consistency. India recently excelled at the 
Tokyo Paralympics, but there is a lack of educated 
management staff who can understand how to deal 
with people living with disabilities before, during, and 
after sports.

It would be highly beneficial if both countries were 
to establish a collaborative championship training 
program, matches, and conference on sports 
management and training, not only in mainstream 
sports but also in Paralympic sports. This could 
look like a structured sports exchange program 
with the Australian Sports Commission or Disability 
Sports Australia.

The next generation of Indian Olympians and 
Paralympians: a role for Australia 
Shams Aalam, Founder Para Sports Association Mumbai
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Sports science is another area that should be a 
focus of collaboration. Sports Science is a crucial 
part of the contemporary sports world, especially for 
Paralympic sports. Various tests like anthropometry, 
physiotherapy, muscle tests and blood tests, 
have become an important part of sporting 
competitions worldwide. The Indian government 
through the Sports Ministry is providing substantial 
investments in sports sciences, most recently 
with the announcement of a sports university in 
Bengaluru. It will be India’s second sports-dedicated 
university after the National Sports University in 
Imphal, Manipur. 

In Australia, Peter Varghese’s 2018 report, An India 
Economic Strategy to 203541, recommended that the 
Australian government ‘Position Australia to take a 
leading role in supporting the Indian Government to 
develop its National Sports University’. Bengaluru 
would be a perfect opportunity to follow through on 
that recommendation. 

Sports science is particularly important to 
Paralympic sports since athletes require specialist 
coaching and sport science services. For example, 
our sport categories are designed based on the 
disabilities athletes are living with. For instance, in 
swimming, we have 10 different categories ranging 
from people living with intellectual disabilities like 
Down syndrome to people with visual impairment. 
These categories are based on expert research.

In addition to exchange programs with the Australian 
Sports Commission, the Australian government could 
explore the development of scholarships for Indian 
sports scientists and establish residential programs 
for Indian sport science scholars in national sporting 
organisations. As recommended in the Varghese 
Report, this could look like scholarship programs for 
Indian students at the Australian Institute of Sport. 

During the world championships, I was coming back 
from an event when I met Australian Paralympic 
swimmer Grant Patterson. We talked about where we 
both came from, exchanged our ideas, and became 
friends. Merely a one-day interaction between me 
and Grant resulted in a lasting connection.

We can only imagine how much a sports exchange 
program will help in getting to know each other's 
culture and sports management better, and 
strengthen the ties between India and Australia.

Shams Alam is the fastest Indian paraplegic swimmer. 
He is a TEDx speaker, a sports diplomat, disability 
rights activist and accessibility expert. Shams holds 
the current world record for the longest open sea 
swim by a paraplegic. He is a wheelchair model and 
an ambassador for inclusive education. He’s also 
an international karate champion and the founder 
of the Para Sports Association Mumbai. In 2021 he 
received the Atal Mithila Samman Award in India and 
was named 2020 Best Sportsperson with Disabilities 
by the Ministry of Social Justice and Empowerment 
in India. In 2018 he was named an emerging sports 
leader by the US Department of State, and spent 
five weeks in Texas as part of their Global Sports 
Mentoring Program. 

PAGE 25



  Culture should not be seen as an extra add on, it should 
be seen as the door which we walk through in order to have 
a much stronger relationship”
— Mike Rann, Ex Premier of South Australia on film links with India.42 

Beyond Bollywood:  
the future of bilateral film links
Anupam Sharma, Filmmaker 

Australia is home to five major American film 
production studios, which has helped foster a 
boom in locally-filmed international productions 
and delivered significant benefits for the Australian 
economy. This is an achievement worth celebrating.

However, it is important to ask the question: why 
aren’t any of these international studios Indian? 

We must be careful that our focus on film ties with 
the US do not cause us to neglect the huge untapped 
potential of the Indian film sector.

While Australia-India relations have strengthened 
in recent years, the full potential of cultural 
collaboration is yet to be realised. 

Australia’s film industry is one of the most 
professional in the world, boasting world class film 
schools. In 2019 it was ranked the eleventh largest in 
the world, generating US$900 million (A$1.3 billion) 
in box office revenue43. India meanwhile is 
recognised as ‘the world’s movie-making capital’, 
producing three times as many films as Hollywood44. 
So, a marriage between the two, or even a love affair, 
is a win-win for all. 

Despite India’s position as one of the world’s most 
prolific film industries and Australia being home to a 
large Indian diaspora, a major Bollywood film hasn’t 
been filmed in Australia for over a decade.

What went wrong? Or more importantly, what 
can we do to change this trajectory in the future?

The foundations of Australia-India film links were 
laid in 1931, when a blue-eyed blonde-haired girl 
from Perth, Mary Ann Evans45, moved to India with 
her Army Officer father and Greek Mother. Under 
her stage name Fearless Nadia she became famous 
for her eponymous role in the 1935 Indian film 
Hunterwali, about a female superhero (one of the 
world’s first action hero franchises). 

The links picked up again in 1998 when Bollywood 
discovered Australia and showcased Australian 
locations to billions of Bollywood fans around the 
world, providing a much-needed boost to tourism, 
international student numbers, and trade. At this 
time Australia also learned the power of speaking to 
the lucrative Indian market through the language of 
cinema, the language of Bollywood. 

Like an Indian goddess, Australia-India film trade 
developed many arms and grew and grew. Indian 
production companies would spend millions on 
filming in Australia, with Australian specialist film 
services working on major Indian films, TV serials, 
music videos and commercials. Over time, Bollywood 
became an Australian subculture and a blossoming 
love affair emerged. 

However, like every relationship, when partners start 
taking each other for granted, bonds are loosened. 
Australia-Indian film ties began to weaken when 
Australia failed to be competitive with the other 
countries who were queuing to attract the Bollywood 
dollar. This was caused by Australia’s one-size-
fits-all subsidy policy that failed to recognise that 
Indian films may spend less but provide more 
benefits by promoting Australia to Indian tourists 
and international students. India and Indian film 
particularly need that proactive tender loving care 
which was absent in Australia’s approach to Indian 
cinema. As a result, there has not been a major 
Bollywood film shoot in Australia since 2011. 

In the years 2000-2010 Australia was reintroduced 
to the richness of the global India-centric film 
space and industry, and the potential of Australia-
India stories. The gear shifted with films like Lion, 
UNindian, Hotel Mumbai, Waiting City, and the 
establishment of the Australia India Film Fund in 
2013. This marked a renewal in the collaboration 
between the countries’ film industry on telling India-
centric Australian stories. 
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The future of Australia-India film collaboration lies in 
investing in stories between the two countries. This 
will unlock creative and financial power for the two 
to be real partners and collaborators, as opposed to 
Australia merely servicing Indian films. History has 
taught us not to take India for granted and we must 
chart the future with inclusion and diversity. 

Since the 1960s, an effective formula has emerged 
for film collaboration between the West and India, 
one made up of a Western body and an Indian 
soul. The body is comprised of western style script 
writing, distribution and production, while an Indian 
soul brings music, emotion, drama, and characters. 
The success of Lion and Hotel Mumbai in Australia 
have proven this with an Australian body and 
Indian soul.

The growing Indian diaspora in Australia is redefining 
diversity and inclusion in how Australian stories 
are captured. Furthermore, streaming services are 
crossing political and geographical borders. This is 
fertile ground for the next generation of Australia-
India stories.

These next generation of stories need a nurturing 
environment. Australia needs a strong will to 
understand, and a reduced urge to judge, the Indian 
film culture. We must consider the Indian screen 
sector not as ‘other’ but rather as our own like we do 
with Hollywood or British films.

Australian federal and state government film 
agencies funding the production and development of 
India-centric Australian film content is a promising 
sign of the future of the relationship. 

But in order to tap into the full potential of the Indian 
film industry, Australia needs an India-specific film 
policy designed for film professionals to develop 
an accurate and informed agenda. A cohesive and 
proactive policy, including grants and subsidies, 
will showcase our Australian professional film 
industry and our India-centric stories to the cash rich 
investors and studios based in India. 

India is too important to deal with reactively and  
we must be more proactive in our approach.

As India this year celebrates 75 years of 
independence from colonial rule, it is the perfect 
time to free ourselves from a stereotypical view 
of Bollywood and embark on a new journey of 
producing Australian-Indian stories.

Anupam Sharma is the Australia India Film Council 
Chair and a popular commentator on issues related to 
Australia's film industry, diversity, and Indian cinema. 
Anupam is a filmmaker with a Bachelor’s and Master’s 
degrees in Films & Theatre from UNSW specialising 
in directing, with a thesis on Indian Cinema. Widely 
credited as pioneering Australian film links with 
India, Anupam has led a team of Australian film 
professionals, working on more than 320 projects at 
his award-winning film production and consultancy 
firm - TEMPLE. He launched AI Film Fund, started 
An Australian Film Initiative hosting Australian film 
festivals with support from Hugh Jackman and Baz 
Luhrman among others. He has been nominated as an 
Australia Day Ambassador for over 10 years and was 
named as one of the fifty most influential Australian 
film professionals.

producer, Public domain, 
via Wikimedia Commons
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The diaspora dividend:  
lessons from the United Kingdom 
Latika Bourke, Journalist for The Sydney Morning Herald and The Age

British Conservative Party members are being asked 
to choose between a woman and a billionaire of 
Indian descent as the country’s next prime minister. 

There are three remarkable things to note about the 
contest to replace Boris Johnson. 

The first, is that Rishi Sunak was one of many 
candidates who were either black or from an ethnic 
minority background to run. 

The second, is that the demographics shaping the 
leadership contest are almost unremarkable because 
modern-day Britain has already produced two 
women prime ministers, and the cultural diversity 
in the Commons, particularly in the executive, 
makes a non-Anglo-Saxon prime minister almost 
an inevitability.

And the third, is there are few demands or 
expectations of Sunak to govern for any interest 
other than hard-working Britons striving for a better 
future for their children.

To put it simply, his heritage is only a sliver of his 
story, not the driving factor for why he is running or 
wants to be elected.

As former cabinet minister Michael Gove said, it is a 
testament to Britain’s multiculturalism. 

“The diversity of candidates, and the fact that so 
many of them are so impressive tells us something 
about the success of the United Kingdom – a multi-
national, a multi-ethnic state,” Gove said. 

But Britain’s diversity success in politics is no 
accident. 

Candidates from different backgrounds were 
deliberately sought out and tapped to run almost 
two decades ago, when David Cameron set out to 
regenerate the Conservative Party so it would reflect 
the society it sought to govern. UK Labour has a 
target for black and minority candidates.

Australia too, prides itself on its multicultural 
success story, yet it is difficult to see the country 
producing an Indian-Australian prime minister 
anytime soon.

Victorian MP Kaushaliya Vaghela – the first Indian 
born Hindu to be elected to any parliament in 
Australia – is still a rarity.

The Australian Labor Party is doing better at fielding 
more diverse candidates. 

Sri Lankan-born Cassandra Fernando, English-born 
Michelle Ananda-Rajah whose family also hail from 
Sri Lanka and Zaneta Mascarenhas, the Australian 
daughter of Goan immigrants, are among a new 
cohort of MPs with Asian backgrounds elected at the 
last election.

Maiden speeches by MPs elected to the 47th 
parliament will speak of migrant beginnings more 
than ever before.

But the historic and systemic underrepresentation 
means that it will take some time before we see 
more diverse faces joining the Malaysian-born Penny 
Wong around the Cabinet table.

That is despite the most recent census showing 
that in 202146, India overtook China and even New 
Zealand as the third-largest country of birth for 
Australian residents. 

On Census night August 10, 2021, 673,352 people 
living in Australia reported India as their country of 
birth, representing a whopping 48 per cent increase 
since the last census conducted in 2016. 

Only Australia and England beat India in terms of 
where people here were born.

While some might attribute the Indian migrant 
success story, both in Australia and Britain, to the 
Commonwealth linkages, it is something else. 

Australians largely perceive Indian migrants to be 
highly educated and highly skilled – although that 
is beginning to change as younger migrants move 
to Australia. They are also seen as universally 
hardworking and peaceful contributors to the society 
and economy. 

But while Australia’s face is changing, its institutions 
and corporate sectors are shamefully slow to keep 
pace.

And it has real and devastating consequences for 
Australians who weren’t born in Australia. 

In 2021, the Australian government threatened to 
jail and fine citizens returning home from India, 
which was grappling with a devastating outbreak of 
COVID-19.
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Indian-Australians had already faced vastly more 
difficult circumstances getting home before this ban 
was introduced, due to the cancellation of flights 
between the two countries.

When the government closed the border to Indian-
Australians, denying them even the opportunity 
of securing a scarce hotel quarantine spot, those 
affected by these rules found little sympathy 
amongst politicians or the public. 

Only two of members of the cabinet were born 
overseas, both to English parents.

In the unlikely event they even wanted to raise any 
concerns, there was no opportunity. Federal Cabinet 
never discussed the ban which was announced in a 
media release on a Friday evening by Health Minister 
Greg Hunt.47 

Indeed, Queensland Premier Annastacia Palasczuck 
questioned why people would travel to India when 
reporters asked her about the ongoing ban on 
Australians leaving the country in September 2021. 

"Well, where are you going to go? Are you going 
to go to India? In Tokyo, you have to sit in Perspex 
screens with masks on, and if you remove your 
mask you can't talk while you're eating,” the Premier 
told reporters.48 

Her office later issued a clarifying comment in 
response to backlash.

There was little effort from politicians of any stripe 
to shut down the ugly public commentary that 
circulated online, some wrongly accusing Indian 
Australian citizens of holding citizenship to their 
birth country.

India does not allow dual citizenship, something 
I know all too well, having been born in Bihar and 
adopted to Australia in 1984. 

Federal government sources at the time told this 
correspondent that the India ban would be loved by 
the public.

The Indian-Australian community is owed an apology 
for the way it was singled out. COVID ravaged plenty 
of countries with similarly strong people-to-people 
ties with Australia, including the United Kingdom, but 
the border was never singularly closed to Britain. 

But an apology, particularly to students whose 
lives were upended by the broader border ban, will 
not come.

And so the lesson of the India ban is that the Indian 
diaspora needs to better advocate for itself, primarily 
because no-one else will. 

Of course the Indian diaspora should not be treated 
as a homogenous group with the same interests 
always at heart. 

But there are enough commonalities for all Indians 
who have made Australia home that should bind this 
community together, and at the very least demand 
they be treated as equal citizens. 

The task of improving their visibility in the 
community to levels akin to Britain, will take more 
time and require crafted advocacy. 

We saw some nascent signs of the Indian-Australian 
community speaking out with greater force during 
the pandemic, but overall, the community lacked its 
own representation. 

Many formed Facebook support groups and some 
members were proactive in contacting people in the 
media, including myself to ventilate their stories. 
But it was not enough to combat public opinion 
which shamefully drew divides between Australians 
who were here and those overseas, showing 
little compassion for those who might find have 
found themselves stranded on the other side of a 
COVID-infected world.

When I wrote about the case of a Melbourne family 
whose toddler was stuck in India while the parents 
were in Australia49, government officials told me that 
they had never been made aware of the case, and if 
they had of known they would have acted before the 
family had felt the media was their only recourse. 

This shows that the diaspora itself has struggled to 
access resources where and when they are available.

As the backlash of Chinese voters against the 
former federal government showed50, Australia’s 
increasingly muscular migrant vote should not be 
underestimated, taken for granted or abused. 

Geopolitics will continue to test the usefulness of 
the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue and the closer 
security ties that Australia and her allies are trying 
to achieve with India, but the true backbone of the 
alliance will be its people-to-people links.

More and more Indians are choosing to make 
Australia their home. It’s time our institutions finally 
recognised and welcomed them.

Latika Bourke is an International Reporter for The Sydney 
Morning Herald and The Age. She was previously the National 
Political Reporter based in the Press Gallery in Canberra before 
relocating to London where she is currently covering British 
and Australian politics. In 2010, she was named the Walkley 
Young Australian Journalist of the Year for her outstanding 
coverage of the Liberal leadership crisis which also earned her 
the Radio/Audio Journalism prize. Latika has also worked at 
the Australian Broadcasting Corporation (ABC), Radio 2UE and 
2BS Radio in Bathurst. In 2015, she published her own memoir, 
From India with Love.
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