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Dear Hon Peter Tinley MLA,   
   

Inquiry into Western Australia’s bilateral trade relationship with the Republic of Indonesia  
Western Australia Legislative Assembly Economics and Industry Standing Committee  

  
Thank you for the opportunity to provide input into this inquiry on the bilateral trade relationship 
between the state of Western Australia and the Republic of Indonesia. We welcome the examination 
of IA-CEPA and its potential to unlock future business opportunities.    
  
Since 2013, Asialink Business, as the National Centre for Asia Capability, has assisted thousands of 
Australian organisations and professionals seize opportunities in Asia. Asialink Business is part of 
Asialink Group, hosted by the University of Melbourne and supported by the Department of 
Industry, Science & Resources (DISR). We equip the Australian workforce and organisations with the 
insights, capabilities, and connections to succeed in Asia.  
  
Indonesia will impact the Western Australian economy as it continues to grow in size, affluence and 
purchasing power. Industrialisation, urbanisation, trade liberalisation and digital innovation are 
shifting the demands of Asian markets. An appetite for clean and green produce, quality education 
services, healthcare, and clean energy transition plays to many aspects of Western Australia’s 
current and emerging strengths.  In many instances, generating growth in our digital economy, 
renewables, and advanced manufacturing sectors will be supported by Asian expansion.  
  
We support your investigation into the adequacy of the State Government’s development of a 
bespoke, proactive, and long-term engagement strategy with Indonesia. We would be happy to 
work with you to champion this uplift in capability that will strengthen Western Australia’s trade and 
investment with Indonesia.   
  
Should you require any further information or clarification on our submission, please do not hesitate 
to contact me on 0423750077.   
  
Yours sincerely,  
  
  
  
Leigh Howard  
Chief Executive Officer

http://www.asialinkbusiness.com.au/
mailto:laeisc@parliament.wa.gov.au
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Asialink Business Submission – 30 September 2022 
 

Inquiry into Western Australia’s bilateral trade relationship with the Republic of Indonesia 
Western Australia Legislative Assembly Economics and Industry Standing Committee 

             
 

1. Introduction to Asialink Business – Australia’s National Centre for Asia Capability 
In 2010, Asialink at the University of Melbourne convened the Asialink Taskforce for an Asia Capable 
Workforce, later launching its national strategy, ‘Developing an Asia Capable Workforce’. A key 
recommendation was the creation of a business-focused Australian Centre for Asia Capability. The 
Centre’s mission was to equip the Australian workforce with Asia capabilities (see Appendix A).  
 
As the National Centre for Asia Capability, Asialink Business addresses a market gap by delivering 
unique Asia capability solutions for the Australian workforce at a scale beyond any other 
organisation. Since our founding: 

• We have impacted close to 100,000 people through our courses, events, forums, and 
information products.  

• Over one thousand leaders have graduated from our prestigious annual Asialink Leaders’ 
Program, which equips Asia-minded professionals to lead with impact in the fast-evolving Asian 
landscape.  

• We have produced high-quality thought leadership reports, including the seminal “Winning in 
Asia” report, which provides practical Asia strategies relevant to business, government, 
intermediaries, peak bodies, business councils and industry groups.  

 
2. Our Perspective on Asia 
Twelve of Australia’s largest fifteen trading partners are in Asia, representing two-thirds of 
Australia’s total exports. This significant trade contribution to our economy exceeds 40% of our 
nominal GDP and generates employment for more than 2.2 million Australians across trade-related 
activities. Over the next ten years, Asia will deliver two-thirds of global growth. The IMF predicts that 
in 2023 the growth rates of India, Vietnam and Indonesia will be among the highest in the world and 
higher than that of China.  
 
The growth potential in Asia for all Australian states, including Western Australia, is being challenged 
by rising geopolitical tensions and international and regional competitiveness. Exporters are 
confronted by politically motivated flare-ups such as China’s trade sanctions on wine, beef, barley, 
and coal. Competition is intensifying as other countries invest time, energy, and resources to push 
their way to the forefront of opportunities in Asia. Growing competition also comes from within Asia 
itself, with intra-regional trade accounting for 60 per cent of Asia’s total trade. Many Asian countries 
now export more to Asia (even excluding China) than to the US or Europe, creating an increasingly 
self-reliant and resilient region.  

 
3. The Growing Indonesia Opportunity 
Beyond recent visits by the Prime Minister and other cabinet members, the economic and strategic 
reasons for businesses to look at Indonesia are compelling.  
 
As the 16th largest global economy, Indonesia has a 5.2% forecast growth in 2022 and is on track to 
be a top ten economy by the mid-2030s. It is increasingly attractive to foreign investors – FDI in Q1 

http://www.asialinkbusiness.com.au/
https://www.dfat.gov.au/publications/trade-and-investment/trade-and-investment-glance-2020
https://www.dfat.gov.au/publications/trade-and-investment/trade-and-investment-glance-2020
https://www.dfat.gov.au/trade/engage/trade-and-investment-stories
https://www.dfat.gov.au/trade/engage/trade-and-investment-stories
https://www.dfat.gov.au/sites/default/files/minisite/static/4ca0813c-585e-4fe1-86eb-de665e65001a/fpwhitepaper/foreign-policy-white-paper/chapter-two-contested-world/indo-pacific-will-create-opportunity.html
https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/WEO/Issues/2022/07/26/world-economic-outlook-update-july-2022
https://www.adb.org/news/trade-integration-deepens-asia-and-pacific-amid-pandemic
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2022 hit a record high of US$10bn, up 10% YOY. The government has eased most COVID-19 
restrictions after double-vaccinating 80% of the country and is rolling out booster shots (21% so far).  
Indonesia’s consumer market has almost 12 million households with disposable incomes exceeding 
US$15,000 p.a. and is expected to grow to 46 million by 2040. This is buoyed by Indonesia’s 
relatively young and increasingly savvy consumers looking to leading foreign products and services in 
areas such as health, education, premium food, lifestyle products and more.  
 
Indonesia is racing up the technology curve. Internet and mobile use are increasingly pervasive, and 
the accelerating 5G rollout creates significant opportunities for businesses which leverage this 
connectivity. Indonesia has one of the highest rates of e-commerce take-up globally, with around 
half the population - 138 million people - regularly shopping online. It is attracting international 
interest from players such as Hyundai, Toyota, and Tesla for investment in electric vehicles and 
battery factories. 
 
Like many countries in the region, challenges such as corruption, slow bureaucracy, and skills gaps 
have not gone away. Indonesia can be a challenging place to do business; however, risk can be 
mitigated with the right strategies and partnerships. The Indonesia-Australia Comprehensive 
Economic Partnership Agreement (IA-CEPA) and recent government reforms within Indonesia 
provide the foundation for advancing trade and investment ties.  Yet there is a pervasive community 
view of distrust and misunderstanding in Australia that is counterproductive to the opportunities 
awaiting businesses willing to look to Indonesia. The outdated and incomplete (or incorrect) picture 
that many Australians have of Indonesia prevents us from assuming our role as a partner of choice in 
the country’s economic growth.  
 

4. Recommendations for Western Australia 
We have identified several priority areas where we believe Western Australia should focus its 
resources and effort.  
 
From a sectoral perspective, the state should draw on its strengths in energy, engineering, 
education, and technology to create a framework that will support trade and investment. Not all 
sectors will give an immediate return. Expecting quick returns from Indonesia is not the right 
mindset for what the market has to offer. The focus should be on putting in place the foundations 
for growth over the coming years to realise long-term and large-scale returns.  However, the time to 
start investing in the future of the relationship is today. Both governments and businesses risk 
missing out unless they act now. 
 
4.1 Invest Significantly in Indonesian (and Australian) Business Capabilities 
Investing in Indonesian business capabilities is essential to maximising economic opportunities for 
Western Australia. Asialink Business has held extensive discussions on Indonesia with senior 
executives in major Australian companies. These discussions reveal that while many business leaders 
understand the need for a long-term growth strategy and the right mix of capabilities to succeed, 
they feel hindered by a lack of current information, pressure to show short-term results, negative 
public perceptions about Asian investment, and analysts’ aversion to overseas investment.  
 
Our discussions with businesses indicate that they are aware of IA-CEPA, but the pandemic-related 
challenges of recent years have prevented them from leveraging its gains. Businesses are telling us 
that they now feel like they have breathing space to take advantage of the agreement. The intent is 
there; businesses now need the tools to execute.   
 

http://www.asialinkbusiness.com.au/
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From our decade of work on business capability in preparing people to enter Asian markets, the 
abundance of unprepared and unsure business delegations and groups travelling offshore actually 
poses a risk to the trade relationship. Trade missions are most valuable when they form part of a 
much more comprehensive program of planning and preparation. Unprepared businesses often fail 
to achieve commercial outcomes and are quick to write off a market, telling others that it’s not 
worth their time.  
 
We encourage Western Australia to avoid a narrow concept of “literacy” and focus on building 
business capability by improving market and sectoral knowledge, increasing the understanding of 
business practices, strengthening cultural intelligence, and facilitating connections. Programs could 
be delivered to businesses before they embark on trade missions or when Indonesian investors visit 
Australia.  
 
Through our work, we also engage with Indonesian businesspeople in Australia, who tend to be 
under-valued, under-utilised and at times misunderstood. While it is relatively easy for Indonesians 
to establish a business in Australia, they struggle to expand and grow beyond the diaspora networks. 
In recent projects, we have identified that business coaching, peer support, and connecting 
Indonesian businesses to broader Australian business networks will assist growth and enable market 
penetration beyond the diaspora network.  
 
4.2 Support Development of the Start-up & Innovation Ecosystem 
Indonesia’s start-up ecosystem is developing rapidly and attracting international venture capital. We 
propose Western Australia focus on putting in place the foundations that would help nurture an 
innovation ecosystem with Indonesia. Increasingly we see examples of governments looking to play 
a more active role in building innovation ecosystems. This has seen them establish their own 
investment funds and often co-invest with partners such as venture capital firms and investment 
arms of corporates. This type of “impact investing” is targeted to build the innovation ecosystem and 
create jobs and economic growth for the benefit of the state.   
 
This would be complemented by elements such as exchange and development programs for 
founders and VCs, support for digital nomads, and more Indonesian students enrolling in technology 
training and education in Western Australia (either physically, virtually or hybrid). Over time, there 
will be opportunities for industry sectors such as Western Australia’s consumer products and food & 
beverage businesses to sell into Indonesia via e-commerce (covered further below). We are also 
starting to see the beginning of Indonesian technology companies servicing Australian clients and 
vice versa, providing economic opportunities for mutual benefit.  
 
4.3 Support the Emerging E-commerce Opportunity 
With further technical development in the pipeline, there is high adoption of digital technologies 
across Indonesia, and the payment landscape has changed significantly during COVID-19. With 
Indonesians consuming, shopping, and engaging globally. The speed of change in the market is 
exponential – it is no longer about moving into the middle class; it is now an expansion of the 
discretionary choices available within the growing middle class. Some key insights from our recent e-
Commerce in Indonesia Masterclass series include: 

• Brand is critical and a prerequisite to volume. 

• Cultural understanding underpins brand, requiring an insight into shopping by Indonesians.  

• Brand buys relationships and trust in a crowded e-commerce global marketplace. 

• E-commerce requires an upfront capital investment to build relationships and trust. 
 

http://www.asialinkbusiness.com.au/
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The simplification of digital trade under IA-CEPA, coupled with 99% of Australian goods (by value) 
entering Indonesia duty-free or under significantly improved preferential arrangements, results in a 
smoother, more cost-effective, and more deeply integrated e-Commerce opportunity. 
 
The Indonesian diaspora community in Western Australia is an asset that could be utilised further to 
understand the Indonesian e-commerce customer journey and business experience. The early 
growth in the Indonesian e-commerce market may well come through a start-up ecosystem in 
Armadale or Northbridge. 
 
4.4 Recapture Opportunities in the Education Sector 
In Indonesia, education is an ecosystem in and of itself. It is often where business ventures and 
industry relationships are formed. It is an under-utilised opportunity.  The Indonesian Government 
has identified priority sectors through its Making Indonesia 4.0 initiative, such as healthcare, digital 
transformation, science and engineering, food, and agribusiness. IA-CEPA and changes in Indonesian 
Government regulation open new opportunities, enabling up to 67% Australian ownership of VET 
enterprises in Indonesia and foreign universities to operate wholly owned international branch 
campuses in Indonesia.  
 
From 2010-12, Indonesia was Western Australia’s 5th largest international education market (above 
the national average), but by 2018-19 it fell to 14th (below the national average). Western Australia 
faces increasing competition not simply from other states, the UK and Europe, but a surge in quality 
Asian education providers. Western Australia needs to make up ground fast; otherwise, it risks losing 
the key relationships that will define our future national capability and Indonesian networks.  
 
With Indonesian enrolments in Western Australia’s Higher Education and VET sectors falling more 
than 30% across the last decade, engagement should be reinvigorated by aligning the Ministry of 
Finance LPDP Scholarship program with expertise in Western Australia’s world-class research 
facilities across common sectors, including, engineering, science, medicine, and agriculture. There 
are a number of under-utilised national programs, including the Australia Awards Fellowship 
program and Skills Development Pilot program, waiting to ramp up the people-to-people exchange 
opportunities to build shared capability. The pursuit of postgraduate student flows in areas of 
industry priority (e.g. renewable energy) will lay the groundwork for interwoven workforces and 
economies. 
 
4.5 Explore Renewable Energy and Hydrogen Opportunities 
With a mature and robust mining and energy sector, Western Australia has an expansive knowledge 
base and world-class engineering and industrial capacity. The sector is well connected politically, 
socially, and economically to Indonesian partners within business and government. Likewise, this 
expertise and capacity exist in Indonesia. Through this common ground, building linkages across 
R&D, industry explorations and education would allow the joint progression of the nascent hydrogen 
and renewable energy industry - a sector that lies waiting with untapped potential. 
 
The experience of the mining industry presents a model for developing the hydrogen and renewable 
energy industry. Indonesian mining companies have matured and are now looking offshore for 
opportunities, including several investments in Australia. Our discussions with these businesses 
show that this creates trusted relationships that open investment opportunities in Indonesia. If 
Western Australia can include Indonesian investors and engineers in the Pilbara and Kwinana 
hydrogen hubs, this will create future investment opportunities in Indonesia.   

http://www.asialinkbusiness.com.au/


 
 
 
 
 

 

www.asialinkbusiness.com.au  Page 5 of 5 

APPENDIX: The Enduring Foundations for Success in Asia 
Asialink Business’ research and contemporary client engagement deliver a sound understanding of 
what it takes to succeed in Asia. The Asialink Taskforce for an Asia Capable Workforce produced a 
national strategy identifying 11 individual and organisational capabilities critical to success in Asia: 

 
Individual Capabilities Organisational Capabilities 

1. Sophisticated knowledge of Asian 
markets/environments  

2. Extensive experience operating in Asia  
3. Long-term trusted Asian relationships  
4. Ability to adapt behaviour to Asian cultural 

contexts  
5. Capacity to deal with government and 

navigate different regulatory systems  
6. Useful level of language proficiency  

7. Leadership committed to an Asia-focused 
strategy  

8. Customised Asian talent management  
9. Customised offering/value proposition 

based on customer insights  
10. Tailored organisational design with a 

tendency to local autonomy  
11. Supportive processes to share Asian 

learnings  

  
Secondly, Asialink Business produced a landmark report, Winning in Asia: Creating long-term value, 
providing deeper insights through four key findings:  

• The relationship between offshore expansion and returns is not uniform across sectors and 
company sizes and requires sound strategic rationale supported by strong execution.  

• Business models that enable success in Asia are guided by clear criteria to pursue 
opportunities, a capabilities framework for execution and tailored models of entry.  

• Companies that have above-average Asia capability in their senior leadership generate a 
greater proportion of their revenues from Asia.  

• Navigating business opportunities in Asia increasingly requires a well-resourced external 
affairs capability to effectively manage stakeholders, brand, and reputation.  

 
For more information, please contact Asialink Business via asialink-business@unimelb.edu.au. 

 

http://www.asialinkbusiness.com.au/
https://www.winninginasia.com.au/
mailto:asialink-business@unimelb.edu.au

