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No shift
in US’s
favour:
Downer

By LINCOLN WRIGHT
Foreign Minister Alexander

Downer has been seriously
embarrassed by a media back-
ground briefing by his depart-
ment head, Dr Ashton Cal-
vert, which went terribly
wrong.

A media report yesterday which
had been based on the brief-
ing claimed Australia had
dumped Asian states as its
most important foreign policy
partners and replaced them
with the United States.

An angry Mr Downer reacted
strongly to what he said was
an “absolutely preposterous”
report, based on Dr Calvert's
briefing.

Dr Calvert, the Secretary of the
Department of Foreign Affairs
and Trade, had briefed select-
ed journalists this week on
the new foreign policy White
Paper, which is still being put
together. It is scheduled to be
issued later this year.

Mr Downer was so concerned
about the report that he asked
his department to call in
Asian ambassadors to make it
clear there had been no policy
shift in favour of the US.

Mr Downer clarified the Gov-
ernment’s position, but it was
too late to stop the image get-
ting around that the Govern-
ment had overthrown its tra-
ditional foreign policy: that
the national interest was lo-
cated where Australia’s ex-
ports went, North Asia.

Asia buys 57 per cent of Austra-
lia’s merchandise exports. On
that basis, the national inter
est has been identified tradi-
tionally with the key trading
markets in Japan, Korea and
increasingly China, but its
strongest security ties have
always been with the US.

The report suggested that the
US had now been put at the
top of Australia’s list.

But Mr Downer said the White
Paper had not been produced,
let alone approved by the
Government, and there would
not be a hierarchy of coun-
tries in terms of their import-
ance.

“When this White Paper is pro-
duced, we won’t be producing
a hierarchy of countries -
this country is important and
this isn’t important,” he said.

“In our last White Paper we
identified four  countr ies
which we said were the most
important countries to Aus-
tralia. This time we have tak-
en, I certainly as the minister
have taken, the view that we
won’t sort of articulate which
countries are most import-
ant,”

Dr Calvert was also forced to is-
sue a statement which said
Australia did not have to
choose exclusively between
close links with Asia or with
the United States.

The Opposition also jumped on
the reports.

Labor foreign affairs spokesman
Kevin Rudd said Australia
was indulging in a simplistic
dualism about trying to
choose between Asia and the
US, and that the US alliance
did not represent the totality
of Australia’s interests.

Mr Downer maintained the Gov-
ernment was determined to
build its relationships with


