
169

9
Trade and Education: 

Australia–India,  
1998–2008
Michael Moignard and  

Quentin Stevenson-Perks

The decade covered by this chapter covers a period of rapid change in the 
bilateral relationship between Australia and India, starting with the Indian 
Government’s nuclear test at Pokhran in May 1998 and concluding just 
before the global financial crisis in 2008, with the election of the Rudd 
Labor Government.1

Throughout this period the trade relationship was dominated by two major 
developments: all things nuclear, including nuclear testing, the Nuclear 
Non-Proliferation Treaty and uranium sales; and the growth in the export 
of education services to Indian students. These two developments had 
a long-term impact on our bilateral foreign relations, people-to-people 
connections and cultural interactions.

This decade saw the historically biggest increase in trade between the two 
countries, with Australian exports of goods and services to India rising 
from around A$2.6 billion in 1998 to A$17.1 billion in 2008.2 However, 
this did not translate into major investments in each other’s markets. 

1  The authors would like to thank Professor John Webb OAM and Michael Carter for their insights.
2  ABS Data, Cat. 5368.0, ‘International Trade in Goods and Services, Australia’. The services 
export numbers for 1998 are estimates.
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The tendency was to focus on transactional business; on Australia’s part 
this meant concentrating on industrial, energy and resource inputs, and on 
India’s, on small manufactures. This was also the case with the education 
relationship, which remained focused on the large-scale movement of 
Indian students to Australia (since Australian investment in India was 
restricted by opposition to foreign education institutions establishing 
a physical presence in India).

As such, despite significant improvements in this long-established 
relationship, many trade opportunities were frustrated and foregone both 
during the decade under discussion, and into the future. For example, 
in April 2008 both countries agreed to undertake a feasibility study for 
a possible bilateral free trade agreement (FTA) that explored the scope 
for building an even stronger economic and trade relationship. Ten years 
later, an FTA between the countries was still in negotiation.

Further, the 14th session of the Australia–India Joint Ministerial Commission 
in January 2013, co-chaired by Craig Emerson, then Australian minister for 
trade, and Anand Sharma, then commerce and industry minister of India, 
is an example of the overzealous optimism that is often seen at the official 
level. With two-way trade at A$21.9 billion, the meeting suggested this 
should double to A$40 billion by 2015.3

Yet, by 2015–16, the two-way trade in goods and services had shrunk to 
only A$19.4 billion.4

However, despite important figures pledging to meet unrealistic targets in 
recent times, the 1998–2008 period nevertheless resulted in a significant 
shift in the economic relationship between Australia and India. This was 
made possible by the opening of the Indian market in 1991 under then 
finance minister Manmohan Singh (later the prime minister of India 
from 2004 to 2014). Prior to this time, Australian exports to India were 
very small, even in the mining sector, where considerable work had been 
done with India’s companies to support Australian expertise. One major 
project in the late 1980s was the Piparwar mine, an open-cut coal mine 

3  ‘India–Australia FTA at Exchange-of-Offers Stage’, India Link, 31 January 2013, webarchive.
nla.gov.au/awa/20150618010822/http://pandora.nla.gov.au/pan/100144/20150618-0032/www.
indianlink.com.au/aus-asia-award-takes-writer-to-india-2/index8d25.html, accessed 20 September 
2018.
4  Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, ‘Australia’s Trade with India’, Business Envoy, 
Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, webarchive.nla.gov.au/awa/20170424184022/http://dfat.
gov.au/ about-us/publications/trade-investment/business-envoy/Pages/april-2017/australias-trade-
with-india.aspx, accessed 20 September 2018.

http://webarchive.nla.gov.au/awa/20150618010822/http://pandora.nla.gov.au/pan/100144/20150618-0032/www.indianlink.com.au/aus-asia-award-takes-writer-to-india-2/index8d25.html
http://webarchive.nla.gov.au/awa/20150618010822/http://pandora.nla.gov.au/pan/100144/20150618-0032/www.indianlink.com.au/aus-asia-award-takes-writer-to-india-2/index8d25.html
http://webarchive.nla.gov.au/awa/20150618010822/http://pandora.nla.gov.au/pan/100144/20150618-0032/www.indianlink.com.au/aus-asia-award-takes-writer-to-india-2/index8d25.html
http://webarchive.nla.gov.au/awa/20170424184022/http://dfat.gov.au/about-us/publications/trade-investment/business-envoy/Pages/april-2017/australias-trade-with-india.aspx
http://webarchive.nla.gov.au/awa/20170424184022/http://dfat.gov.au/about-us/publications/trade-investment/business-envoy/Pages/april-2017/australias-trade-with-india.aspx
http://webarchive.nla.gov.au/awa/20170424184022/http://dfat.gov.au/about-us/publications/trade-investment/business-envoy/Pages/april-2017/australias-trade-with-india.aspx
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developed using Australian technology and equipment. Funded through 
Australia’s aid program, it exposed Indian coal miners to Australian 
expertise, but, as mentioned in Chapter Eight, ultimately it yielded few 
new export opportunities.

By 1996, with the economic conditions now more favourable, Australia 
was confident enough in the relationship to deliver a whole-of-government 
market promotion program to India, entitled ‘New Horizons’,5 designed 
to showcase the potential opportunities for collaboration between the 
two countries. The atmosphere between the two governments was very 
positive following the New Horizons program, but two years later, the 
relationship was to be severely tested, when the Indian Government 
exploded a nuclear device in May 1998.

1998: The Pokhran Incident
In May 1998, India conducted an underground nuclear test at Pokhran 
in central Rajasthan. Several days later, Pakistan conducted its own 
underground nuclear test in retaliation. These tests were widely 
condemned by the international community, including the United States, 
Canada and Australia. The timing was unfortunate for the growth of the 
Australia–India relationship that had been gaining some momentum, 
especially in trade and investment.

The upshot of the Pokhran crisis was the redeployment of Australia’s 
Defence Attaché in New Delhi back to Canberra, and the cutback of 
official visits to India by Australian Government ministers. It also became 
very difficult to meet with Indian officials in New Delhi, reducing 
the effectiveness of the high commission in maintaining the bilateral 
relationship with the Indian Government.

This had repercussions for the trade office, Austrade, at the high 
commission. Austrade’s role was to support Australian companies in their 
pursuit of business opportunities in India. As well as organising trade 
missions, exhibitions and market reports, Austrade was also responsible 
for liaising with Indian government departments such as Customs, 
Health, Agriculture, Mining, Manufacturing and Commerce and Food 

5  Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (ed.), Australia India New Horizons: A Festival of Trade, 
Science, Technology, Sport and the Arts in India October to December 1996 (Melbourne: BRW Media 
for the Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 1996).
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Processing, as each of these had a role in trade and investment outcomes. 
However, meetings with these departments, particularly at senior levels, 
became difficult to organise during this period.

The only Australian minister to officially visit India in 1999 was the 
minister for trade, Tim Fischer, who attended a bilateral trade meeting 
in New Delhi. He stayed for less than 24 hours. This drought was broken in 
2000 with a number of Australian ministers visiting India, including the 
prime minister in July 2000.6 By then the differences of opinion between 
the two governments relating to Pokhran were no longer as acute.

Australian Representation in India
In addition to its staff at the High Commission in New Delhi, Austrade 
also had an office in Mumbai where its senior staff member was the 
consul general. Following the success of the New Horizons program, this 
representation was expanded with individual representatives being placed 
in Kolkata, Bengaluru and Chennai; these arrangements remained in 
place for the next 10 years.

A major change occurred in March 2006 with the second visit to India by 
Prime Minister Howard, who was accompanied by a significant business 
delegation. During his visit to New Delhi, Mumbai and Chennai, the 
prime minister announced the establishment of a full consulate in Chennai 
and the provision of extra funds to Austrade to expand its presence in 
India.7 As a result, Austrade opened new offices in Jaipur, Pune, Kochi 
and Hyderabad, and also increased its staff in the High Commission in 
New Delhi and the consulates in Mumbai and Chennai.

The growth in Australia’s bilateral relationship with India in the decade 
under review was reflected by the decision in 2003 to rebuild the high 
commission’s chancery building, which had been opened by Sir Paul 
Hasluck in 1966, but was now too small to meet the staff needs of the 
growing relationship between Australia and India.

6  John Howard, ‘Official Visit to India’, PM Transcripts: Transcripts from the Prime Minister of 
Australia, 6 June 2000, transcript 11578, pmtranscripts.pmc.gov.au/release/transcript-11578, accessed 
20 September 2018.
7  John Howard and Manmohan Singh, ‘Joint Press Conference with Dr. Manmohan Singh, Prime 
Minister of India: Hyderabad House, New Delhi’, PM Transcripts: Transcripts from the Prime Minister 
of Australia, 6 March 2006, transcript 22161, pmtranscripts.pmc.gov.au/release/transcript-22161, 
accessed 14 March 2018.

http://pmtranscripts.pmc.gov.au/release/transcript-11578
http://pmtranscripts.pmc.gov.au/release/transcript-22161
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A formal report into the decision to rebuild the chancery was provided to 
parliament in 2003, outlining the need for a new and improved building, 
which would provide greater provision of space as well as enhanced 
security.8 In 2004, the old chancery was subsequently demolished, and 
a new building was officially opened in 2008.9

During the construction phase, the high commission staff were housed 
in other buildings on the high commission compound. The deputy high 
commissioner’s official residence became the main building housing the 
high commissioner and Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade staff, 
while Austrade took over a repurposed recreation centre. While it was 
crowded, the alternate accommodation worked well, and did not disrupt 
the work of the trade staff. The Austrade office moved into the first floor 
of the new chancery at the end of 2017.

Trade Flows
From 1998 to 2004, trade between the two countries continued to grow, 
more than doubling in value. Increases in gold and coal volumes helped to 
increase Australia’s export values to A$6.47 billion by 2004.10 An increase 
in services exports of about A$1 billion was reflecting the increasing 
growth of education services to Indian students in Australia.11 As a result, 
between 2004 and 2008, Australian exports to India increased from 
A$6.4 billion to A$17.12 billion, making India the fifth-largest export 
destination by value for Australia. The number of Australian companies 
engaged in trade with India grew significantly as well.12

This was growth associated with a new optimism in India. Its GDP was 
growing at rates unseen before in India, and its expanding middle class 
began to make its economic presence felt. A renewed focus on opening 
the economy in India helped to create a climate of expanded interaction 
between India and advanced economies.

8  Australian Parliament Standing Committee on Public Works and J Moylan, Construction of a 
New Chancery, New Delhi, India (Canberra: Australian Parliament Standing Committee on Public 
Works, 2003).
9  It was officially opened by Simon Crean, minister for trade, January 2008.
10  ABS Data, Cat. 5368.0.
11  Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, Australia’s Trade in Services with India (Canberra: 
Statistics Section, Office of Economic Analysis, Investment and Economic Division, Department of 
Foreign Affairs and Trade, n.d.), Chart 1.
12  ABS Data, Cat. 5368.0. The number of Australian companies operating in India is based on 
anecdotal evidence.
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While Australian export values increased in value during this period, 
there was little expansion in the type of Australian exports. Gold, coal, 
copper, grains and pulses continued to be the major products, with little 
in the way of high technology or manufactured products being exported. 
The significant growth in India’s manufacturing sector, especially 
in the production of automobiles and motorcycles, was not reflected in 
Australia’s exports or investments into its manufacturing sector.13

At this time, the Indian IT sector began to focus on providing call centres for 
supporting companies in Europe, North America and Australia. As such, 
many Australian companies began taking advantage of India’s growing 
expertise in back office support such as accounting, record keeping and 
specialist skills, as well as software generation. These opportunities were 
outlined in a report by Ernst and Young and Austrade in 2001.14

Although there was considerable interest in mining investment from 
Australian mining companies, few ventures had made it beyond initial 
exploration, as India’s mining laws in the early 1990s were not conducive 
to new entrants and were convoluted to administer. Changes to India’s 
mining laws were made in the mid-1990s, based on the laws of Western 
Australia, which were meant to make applications for exploration leases 
easier, but the administration of exploration permits was left to individual 
Indian states, each of which did things differently. Andhra Pradesh and 
Orissa, for example, appeared to provide opportunities for exploration 
permits for foreign companies, but in fact, very few were ever provided. 
A further push to ease restrictions on exploration and mining permits 
was made in the early 2000s with a report to the Indian Government 
recommending changes to legislation, yet these, too, never eventuated. 
So, one of the major competitive advantages of the Australian economy, 
its mining sector, was unable to invest into India. Consequently, that left 
exports of mineral and energy commodities, and mining equipment and 
services, as the only means by which Australia could engage with India’s 
mining sector.

13  Australian Trade Commission, ‘Exporting to India: Riding the Elephant’, presentation to 
Australian exporters in various states of Australia, September 2004.
14  Australian Trade Commission and Ernst & Young, Emerging Opportunities in Information 
Technology for Australia and India (Canberra: Australian Trade Commission, 2000).
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The Energy Sector
It was clear in the early 2000s that India would need new sources of 
energy to achieve its ambition to double its energy capacity by 2020 and 
expand its economy. To do this would require more coal, gas and uranium. 
Renewables, in the form of hydroelectricity, wind and solar, were seen as 
adjuncts to the major initiative to build large power plants. New 400 MW 
coal-fired plants were to be the primary engines of electricity growth, but 
some gas-fired power stations were also under consideration. Both of 
these sources of fuel presented significant infrastructure issues, such as 
expanded port facilities for both imported coal and gas, and pipelines for 
gas distribution.

The Indian Government was aware of Australia’s strength in the production 
of energy commodities, as the high commission had made the case for 
Australia very strongly and Australia was already a major exporter to India 
of steaming coal for electricity production. There was clearly potential for 
export of liquefied natural gas (LNG), and potentially uranium, and long-
term contracts of energy products into India were seen as the link needed 
to strengthen the economic relationship between the two countries.

But the Indian Government did not take up the potential for expanded 
trade with Australia. Despite its growing LNG production in Western 
Australia, it was not India’s only option for gas imports. It had multiple 
other choices: it was close to the Middle East, with its major gas fields; 
Iran held out the prospect of gas being piped overland, as did countries 
in Central Asia; India had its own gas reserves; and next door, Bangladesh 
had the potential to be a major producer of gas in South Asia.

All of these options, however, presented issues for India. A major 
stumbling block for overland gas distribution was the political instability 
in Afghanistan, while India’s relationships with both Pakistan and 
Bangladesh undermined any prospects for trade with them, and imports 
of gas from Qatar also had security risks. So, from the perspective of 
reliability of supply and security, Australia should have been seen as a strong 
contender. The major issue relating to Australian supply was contractual. 
Australian providers required long-term price and quantity commitments 
similar to those accepted at the time by North Asian customers, but this 
was not achieved in the case of India. Some cargos of gas did reach India, 
but the potential for the trade relationship in gas went unrealised.
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The supply of uranium for peaceful nuclear purposes was also replete with 
major policy issues. India’s rejection of the Nuclear Non-Proliferation 
Treaty (NPT) of 1968 and its testing of nuclear weapons clashed with 
Australia’s longstanding policy that constrained the export of uranium—
exports could only be provided to countries that were signatories to the 
NPT and that had a Nuclear Safeguards Agreement allowing inspections 
of nuclear material and facilities by the International Atomic Energy 
Agency. Thus, India was not a country to which Australia could export 
uranium. Other uranium suppliers, such as Canada and the United States, 
also adhered to similar policies. Australia’s strong reaction to the Pokhran 
test in 1998 was a political hindrance as well.

The terrorist attacks on the World Trade Centre in New York on 
11  September 2001 changed this very significantly. The United States 
needed the support of India in its ‘War on Terror’, and President Bush 
began to build a deeper connection with India, based on security, defence 
and trade ties. Discussions began about India’s induction into the Nuclear 
Suppliers Group, the first step to normalising India’s role as a country with 
nuclear weapons. Bush’s visit to India in February 2006 brought India 
into the nuclear fold. Prior to Prime Minister Howard’s visit to India in 
March 2006, he was asked if Australia would consider selling uranium to 
India. While his answer was that India was not an eligible country under 
the Australian Government’s then policy, the changes announced by India 
and the United States would be carefully considered by his government.15 
This was the beginning of the reconsideration of Australia’s stance on 
supplying India with uranium, but it was to take several more years before 
the government committed itself to the sale.

Food Exports
Between 1998 and 2008, opportunities for expansion in the trade 
relationship presented themselves. Trade and investment in the food 
sector, for example, held much promise. In 2005, under a program 
supported by the Australian Government’s policy initiative ‘Supermarket 
to Asia’, exports of Australian processed foods were trialled in South India. 
The program involved consolidating Australian processed food into one 

15  John Howard, ‘Doorstop Interview Taj Mahal Hotel, Delhi’, PM Transcripts: Transcripts from 
the Prime Minister of Australia, 5 March 2006, transcript 22157, pmtranscripts.pmc.gov.au/release/
transcript-22157, accessed 16 March 2018.

http://pmtranscripts.pmc.gov.au/release/transcript-22157
http://pmtranscripts.pmc.gov.au/release/transcript-22157
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cargo and sending it to select supermarket outlets in southern India, 
especially Bengaluru, the fast expanding IT-based economy formerly 
known as Bangalore. This opened the market for products such as fruit 
juice, biscuits and other dry goods.

At the same time, there were opportunities opening for Australian wine 
and beer. The major hotels were able to import selected wines for their own 
use and in their restaurants. This enabled some wine labels to gain a niche 
in the high end of the hospitality market. However, market expansion was 
hampered by high tariffs and labelling and marketing issues. The  latter 
two problems were complicated by the differing regulations in each 
Indian state.

Education Services Exports
In its June 1998 report on Australia’s trade relationship with India, the 
Australian Parliament’s Joint Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs, 
Defence and Trade identified services exports as being one of the key 
drivers of Australia’s future trade prospects with India—and education 
services were perhaps the brightest prospect in that sector.16

The committee’s focus on education services followed the success of the 
New Horizons program, which had highlighted the very early growth in 
the flow of Indian students to Australia from only 14 in 1987 to 5,600 
in 1997.17 While much of the subsequent success of Australia’s trade in 
education services is attributable to the work of Australia’s education and 
research institutions in promoting their range of education services, three 
key policy developments by the Australian Government at the beginning 
of the twenty-first century laid the groundwork.

16  Australian Parliament Joint Committee on Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade, David McGibbon 
and Ian McCahon Sinclair, Australia’s Trade Relationship with India: Commonwealth, Common 
Language, Cricket and Beyond (Canberra: Australian Parliament Joint Committee on Foreign Affairs, 
Defence and Trade, 1998), para. 6.94, nla.gov.au/nla.obj-1459375536, accessed 9 December 2020.
17  Australian Parliament Joint Committee on Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade, McGibbon and 
Sinclair, Australia’s Trade Relationship with India, para. 6.94.

http://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-1459375536
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The first of these was the Australian Government’s Education Services for 
Overseas Students Act 2000 (the ESOS Act),18 which was the first such 
legislation in the world, and had far reaching implications for Australia’s 
emerging international education sector. The ESOS Act provided 
Australia’s growing international education sector with a clear framework 
of governance and code of practice for handling international students, 
a register of institutions and courses that were eligible to be offered to 
international students and, finally, a guarantee to international students 
of a refund of their tuition fees in the event that an Australian education 
institution was unable to complete a student’s education. This gave 
international students certainty in education services that were being 
offered by Australia, which distinguished it from its other competitors 
(primarily the United States and the United Kingdom).

The second policy development, and probably the most important, 
was the Australian Government’s reforms to the student visa program, 
which provided a simpler, global approach to processing student visas. 
This resolved concerns that the previous system had been too subjective. 
As noted by the 1998 Joint Committee Report:

The Committee received evidence, generally of an anecdotal 
nature, that Indians wishing to travel to Australia, either for 
business or on a personal visit, experienced difficulties in getting a 
visa. Although the evidence tended to be of an anecdotal nature, 
the Committee was surprised at the continuing expression of 
concern at the difficulties that were being encountered.19

While India was still categorised at ‘high risk’ under the new student visa 
system, the establishment of a relatively simple set of non-subjective rules 
provided certainty to students, their families and the education agents 
who represented Australian institutions in India. The ease of this process 
was further helped along through the creation of new education loans 
by India’s financial institutions. As a result, one of the greatest barriers 
to gaining an Australian student visa in India—the student’s means of 
financing—was eliminated.

18  Australian Department of Education, Skills and Employment, ‘The ESOS Legislative Framework’, 
International Education Group, internationaleducation.gov.au/Regulatory-Information/Education-
Services-for-Overseas-Students-ESOS-Legislative-Framework/ESOS-Regulations/Pages/default.aspx, 
accessed 3 April 2018.
19  Australian Parliament Joint Committee on Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade, McGibbon and 
Sinclair, Australia’s Trade Relationship with India, para. 5.53.

http://internationaleducation.gov.au/Regulatory-Information/Education-Services-for-Overseas-Students-ESOS-Legislative-Framework/ESOS-Regulations/Pages/default.aspx
http://internationaleducation.gov.au/Regulatory-Information/Education-Services-for-Overseas-Students-ESOS-Legislative-Framework/ESOS-Regulations/Pages/default.aspx
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Finally, there was the decision to develop an international brand position 
for Australia’s international education sector—‘Study in Australia’. 
International market research showed that while Australia could not 
compete with the United States or the United Kingdom in terms of 
‘tradition and prestige’, it had a unique selling point in being ‘innovative 
and good quality’. While individual Australian institutions naturally used 
their own distinctive brands in marketing themselves and their courses, 
the development of an umbrella brand for Australia’s education sector 
was crucial in a country such as India where, at the time, knowledge of 
Australia was poor. Indeed, the 1998 Joint Committee Report noted that:

A common theme underlying the diverse range of evidence given to 
the Committee was the general lack of awareness and appreciation 
that Indians had about the different aspects of Australia, its way of 
life, culture and business and technological capabilities.20

The Study in Australia brand launch in 2002 was supported by the launch 
of a dedicated Australian Government website for students.21 Using the 
register of institutions and courses that were approved under the new ESOS 
Act, the website provided an authoritative source of information that 
international students could access. This was of immense value given it was 
launched at the advent of the revolution in India’s telecommunications, at 
a time when there was a vast array of misleading and confusing claims for 
potential international students and their families to contend with.

While these policy developments established a framework for future 
success, the decision by Australia’s education institutions to use the services 
of local agents to help their marketing and recruitment in India (as well 
as assisting the students in negotiating the student visa process) proved 
pivotal. Unlike institutions in the United States, the use of appointed 
agents to promote individual institutions was well established by Australia’s 
international education sector. Indeed, the Australian company, IDP 
Education Australia Ltd, which was wholly owned at the time by the 
Australian Vice-Chancellors Committee, led the way in India with the 
establishment of a network of professional, well-resourced offices, which 
set a new standard of service delivery to Indian students and their families.

20  Ibid., para. 5.29
21  Australian Government, Study Australia, studyinaustralia.gov.au.

http://studyinaustralia.gov.au
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The ability of these agents to deliver high-level services to students was 
enhanced in 1998 by the establishment of an agents’ association—the 
Association of Australian Education Representatives in India (AAERI). 
Supported by both the education and immigration arms of the Australian 
high commission, AAERI allowed the high commission to communicate 
effectively with the agents about student visa regulations and market 
trends and receive feedback from the agents. AAERI also adopted the 
National Code of Practice, established by the ESOS Act, as its service 
charter to students, providing another important point of difference 
between Australia and its competitors in India.

Through these policy developments and marketing strategies, Australia 
was able to create a high-quality system of governance for its international 
education sector, a non-subjective student visa system, a new international 
brand identity and a network of education agents throughout India. 
As a result, Australia made rapid progress in growing its trade in education 
services with India in the following decade, from less than 10,000 in 1998 
to more than 97,000 student enrolments in 2008.22

It should also be mentioned that the success of Australia’s education sector 
in India was also driven by the decision of the Australian Government in 
2001 to link its migration program to international student graduates 
with an Australian education qualification. In essence:

international graduates with key skills that were needed in the 
economy who successfully completed their course of study 
at an Australian institution, and met other general eligibility 
requirements, were able to make an onshore application for 
permanent residency through the Skilled-Independent (and 
related) visa categories of the General Skilled Migration program 
(previously they had to leave Australia and apply offshore) … 
Unlike skilled migrants who applied offshore, former overseas 
students who made applications onshore were exempted 
from the requirement of obtaining work experience in their 
nominated occupation.23

22  Department of Education, Skills and Employment, ‘International Student Data 2020’, 
International Education, 2020 pivot tables, internationaleducation.gov.au/research/international-
student-data/Pages/InternationalStudentData2020.aspx#Pivot_Table, accessed 30 October 2021.
23  Elsa Koleth, ‘Overseas Students: Immigration Policy Changes 1997–May 2010’, Parliament of 
Australia, 18 June 2010, www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_Departments/Parliamentary 
_ Library/pubs/BN/0910/OverseasStudents, accessed 2 December 2020.

http://internationaleducation.gov.au/research/international-student-data/Pages/InternationalStudentData2020.aspx#Pivot_Table
http://internationaleducation.gov.au/research/international-student-data/Pages/InternationalStudentData2020.aspx#Pivot_Table
http://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_Departments/Parliamentary_Library/pubs/BN/0910/OverseasStudents
http://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_Departments/Parliamentary_Library/pubs/BN/0910/OverseasStudents
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The drawing of a direct link between the overseas student program and 
skilled migration program attracted strong growth in international student 
numbers, especially from South Asia. Thus, Australia’s success in recruiting 
Indian students was partly fuelled by this policy change. This became 
more apparent in the latter part of the decade under review, as largely 
private vocational education colleges in Australia specifically targeted 
Indian students with qualifications that gained them an advantage under 
the Australian Government’s Migration Program.

This helped promote exponential growth in the number of Indian 
students in Australia, specifically in Victoria. This unfortunately strained 
the support services available to international students in that state and led 
to the breakdown of the essential compact between the wider Australian 
community and the international student cohort. The scope and nature 
of those challenges and the successful responses of Australian governments 
and education institutions are another chapter in the growing relationship 
between both countries.

One of the long-term concerns of Australia’s education relationship with 
India was that it was one-dimensional, represented by the travel of Indian 
students to Australia. As noted by the Indian high commissioner to 
Australia in the 1998 Joint Committee Report:

at the present moment the Australian thrust has been largely 
on getting students from India. There is very little in the way 
of collaborative arrangements between educational institutions. 
The net result has been that you find our universities, because 
of the common English language, excellently networked with 
American and British counterparts but there is very little by way 
of educational networking with Australia.24

This focus on marketing Australia continued to sideline the potential 
for stronger academic linkages between two countries that have many 
shared concerns, such as renewable energy, dry land agriculture and 
water management, just to name a few. In contrast to India’s academic 
relations with its counterparts in the United States, the United Kingdom 
and China, links to Australian universities were almost non-existent apart 
from Deakin University, which had established an office in Delhi as early 
as in 1994 with the objective of fostering partnerships with educational, 
corporate and research institutions in India.

24  Australian Parliament Joint Committee on Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade, McGibbon and 
Sinclair, Australia’s Trade Relationship with India, para. 6.100.
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It was only towards the end of the 1998–2008 period that major steps 
were undertaken by both the Australian Government and the institutions 
themselves. For example, the March 2006 visit to India by Prime Minister 
Howard brought the announcement of the Australia–India Strategic 
Research Fund. An investment of A$130 million, it remains Australia’s 
largest fund dedicated to bilateral scientific cooperation, and one of 
India’s largest sources of support for international science.

Along with new linkages between academics and institutions, the fund 
has been instrumental in developing a stronger appreciation in both 
countries of each other’s capabilities, and helped to re-imagine the image 
of Australia in India. While the Research Fund provided the financial 
incentive for this development, it remained the work of the institutions 
in both countries to respond to the challenge of driving closer bilateral 
scientific relations. On its tenth anniversary, the fund had delivered joint 
funding supporting over 300 collaborative science projects.

Conclusion
It is clear that in the mid-2000s, the stage was being set for a major 
increase in trade between Australia and India. By 2008–09, exports had 
reached A$10 billion, and was set to grow to A$14 billion a year later.25 
Coal, gold and education services were making the difference. It looked 
like the Australia–India economic relationship was on the verge of a major 
shift in gear. The future looked bright, and the relationship should have 
continued to grow.

Having found a balance in the relationship, could the two countries grasp 
the opportunity to increase the people-to-people links and a growing 
mutual understanding? The history of bilateral trade and investment 
had always been buffeted by political issues from both sides. However, it 
seemed by this time that these impediments could be overcome, and the 
two economies could become more closely linked.

Yet, this was not to be. The global financial crisis in 2008, concerns about 
safety and racism affecting Indian students in Australia and the lack of real 
economic liberalisation in India led to a stagnation and then decline in 
trade and investment, which was not to pick up again until 2015.

25  ABS Data, Cat. 5368.0.
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