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A longstanding problem 

Alex Oliver 2020 Lowy Interpreter 
“It’s become fashionable, recently, to lament the parlous state of DFAT’s funding…Sadly, 
this is not a new problem. It’s one we exposed in the Lowy Institute’s 2009 Diplomatic 
Deficit report, revisited two years later, and on a monotonously regular basis thereafter.  A 
decade later, the evidence those reports uncovered has not been addressed: that the resourcing 
of the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade has flatlined, not just in the past couple of 
years, but in a crushing bipartisan effort over more than three decades. During the same 
period, the country’s GDP has tripled, and its defence expenditure more than that. Yet 
Australia has around 90 fewer diplomats posted overseas in its small diplomatic network than 
it did in 1989...Australia…has one of the smallest diplomatic networks of all developed 
nations – ranked 27, in fact, among 61 OECD, G20 and Asian countries, and smaller than 
those of Chile, Portugal, Hungary and Greece.” 
“It is a trite observation that Australia faces one of the most challenging international 
environments in a century. At a time when our instruments of international relations should 
be at their peak, they are – save for the very healthy Defence portfolio – at their lowest ebb 
ever …These measures leave DFAT’s nominal budget at around the same level as in 2020, 
but when inflation is applied, even accounting for shrinking GDP forecasts, the real 
expenditure in 2024 will be less than that of 2014, a decade earlier. Year after year, DFAT is 
forced to do more with less.” 
“We are skimping on diplomacy while investing heavily in defence. Expenditure on defence 
is on track to cross the ‘magic’ 2% of GDP this year, increasing steadily across the forward 
estimates. Yet funding for diplomacy will fall to just 0.08% of GDP by 2024 (yes, less than a 
tenth of one percent)…Australia’s international policy infrastructure is in danger of atrophy 
to the point of paralysis. We have had ample warning.”  

s47E(d)
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Findings 
 
 

With a much more contested and complex geostrategic environment 
and rapidly shifting regional dynamics, especially in areas of high importance to Australia 
such as the Pacific and Southeast Asia, posts must be properly staffed and resourced to 
protect our interests and enhance our influence.  

 
 the locations of our posts are broadly appropriate.  

 
 

   
We remain down the bottom of the “league tables” of countries’ overseas diplomatic 
missions (19th ranked in the G20; 20th in the OECD;  

 we are well represented in the 
Indo-Pacific;  

  
 

  
 

 The consistent message from all posts in 
every region has been not to attempt to do diplomatic missions on a shoestring –  

 

 
 

 

Levels and seniority should be kept under close review.  
  

Apprenticeships are central to our long term survival.   
 we need to build overseas experience at junior 

levels (either with DFAT or relevant international organisations).   
   

 
the Diplomatic Academy will 

play an important role in pre-posting training.    

s47C(1), s47E(c) and s47E(d)

s47C(1) and s47E(d)

s47C(1) 
and 
s47E(d)

s47C(1), s47E(c) and s47E(d)

s47C(1) and s47E(d)

s47C(1), s47E(c) and s47E(d)

s47C(1), s47E(c) and s47E(d)

s47C(1) and s47E(d)

s47C(1), s47E(c) and s47E(d)

s47C(1), s47E(c) and 
s47E(d)

s47C(1), s47E(c) and s47E(d)

s47C(1), s47E(c) and s47E(d)

s47C(1) and s47E(d)
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Recommendations  
1.  

 

 
 We need facilities and programs on a scale to retain our 

strategic primacy   
2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

6. 

7. 

8. The state of our chanceries and residences is important;  

 
9. Australian citizens abroad need more services and protection. Multiple drivers – the 

COVID-19 pandemic; conflict; extreme weather; demand for mental health services - 
are all resulting in more, and more complex, consular cases.  

 
   

10.  locally engaged staff.  They 
are an essential part of our network,  

 
   

s33(a)(iii), s47C(1), s47E(d)

s33(a)(iii), s47C(1), s47E(d)

s33(a)(iii), s47C(1), s47E(d)

s33(a)(iii), s47C(1), 
s47E(d)

s47C(1), s47E(d)

s47C(1), s47E(d)
s47C(1), s47E(d)

s33(a)(iii), s47C(1), s47E(d)

s33(a)(iii), s47C(1), s47E(d)

s33(a)(iii), s47C(1), s47E(c), s47E(d)
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Regional Analyses 

Development programs, other policy tools and bilateral cooperation in multilateral forums are 
all becoming more important.  Ministerial and senior officials’ visits are more frequent, and 
our posts are expected to have stronger high-level relationships as well as better soft power 
influence – all of which take time and resources.  

s33(a)(iii), s47E(c) and s47E(d)

s33(a)(iii), s47E(c) and s47E(d)

DFAT DECLASSIFIED - COPY RELEASED UNDER FOI ACT 1982 LEX 7387

11



s33(a)(iii), s47E(c) and s47E(d)
DFAT DECLASSIFIED - COPY RELEASED UNDER FOI ACT 1982 LEX 7387

12



Page 13 of 82 

Australia’s ability to deliver high quality interventions – within the interlinked sectors of 
development, political, security and economic assistance – is a geo-strategic priority.  

s33(a)(iii), s47E(c) and s47E(d)

s33(a)(iii), s47E(c) and s47E(d)
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DFAT’s economic, infrastructure and subnational development interventions must be well 
serviced with the requisite resources to deliver that assistance effectively  

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
  

 
 

 
 

 
 

  

 

s33(a)(iii), s47E(c) and s47E(d)

s33(a)(iii), s47E(c) 
and s47E(d)
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Southeast Asia is a central pillar of Australia’s foreign policy.  The government has 
committed to an ambitious agenda, including the development of a Southeast Asia Economic 
Strategy to 2040.   

 
 

   
 
 
 

 
 

  
 

 
 

 
   

 
 
 

  
 

 
 

 
 

s33(a)(iii), s47E(c) and s47E(d)

s33(a)(iii), s47E(c) and s47E(d)

DFAT DECLASSIFIED - COPY RELEASED UNDER FOI ACT 1982 LEX 7387

24



DFAT DECLASSIFIED - COPY RELEASED UNDER FOI ACT 1982 LEX 7387

25

Pages 25 - 35 (incl) - exempt in full s33(a)(iii), s47E(c) and s47E(d)



Page 36 of 82 

Trade can play a significant role in supporting environmental, labour, gender, and indigenous 
outcomes. It can stimulate the efficient production and trade of relevant goods and services, 
discipline the use of harmful subsidies and other protectionist measures, encourage more 
inclusive participation, and regulate global value chains.  
Equally we need to ensure that the push for greater sustainability does not become an excuse 
for protectionism at a cost to our agricultural sector in particular.  

 
  

  
 

 
 

  
 

 
 

The government expects Australia to have a profile and reputation as a constructive 
contributor and our like-mindeds expect Australia to pull our weight and burden-share.  

 
  

s33(a)(iii), s47E(c) and s47E(d)

s33(a)(iii), s47E(c) and 
s47E(d)

s33(a)(iii), s47E(c) and s47E(d)
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The COVID-19 pandemic brought to the fore the values and interests both our multilateral 
engagement strategy and our Indo-Pacific strategy had in common  

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
   

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

  

s33(a)(iii), s47E(c) and s47E(d)

s33(a)(iii), s47E(c) and 
s47E(d)
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It would also contribute to a pipeline of experienced, posted officers to enhance the additional 
resourcing required on international security issues on return to Canberra.  

s33(a)(iii), s47E(c) and s47E(d)

s33(a)(iii), s47E(c) and s47E(d)

DFAT DECLASSIFIED - COPY RELEASED UNDER FOI ACT 1982 LEX 7387

44



DFAT DECLASSIFIED - COPY RELEASED UNDER FOI ACT 1982 LEX 7387

45

Pages 45 - 64 (incl) - exempt in full s33(a)(iii), s47E(c) and s47E(d)

 
     



Page 65 of 82 

Afterword 

 
In September 2022 Secretary Adams commissioned this review of DFAT’s overseas 
footprint,   
Input was sought from posts (112 written responses received –  

 and several telecons); non-government stakeholders (input summarized in Annex 
A) and other government agencies.   

The work was carried out by Tim Kane,  and Greg Ralph.  
  

s47E(d)

s22(1)(a)(ii)

s47E(d)
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Annex A 

 
Summary of virtual meetings with external stakeholders 
 as part of the DFAT Review of the Overseas Footprint 

 
September 2022 

s47E(d), s47F(1) and s47G(1)

s47E(d)
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